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Characters	from	Inkheart
Meggie	The	daughter	of	Mo	and	Resa,	now	living	with	her	parents	and	her	mother’s	aunt	Elinor.	Like

her	 father,	Meggie	has	 the	rare	magical	ability	 to	 read	characters	out	of	books	-	 to	bring	 them	into	 this
world	by	reading	the	words	aloud.	But	since	meeting	Fenoglio,	the	author	of	the	original	book	of	Inkheart,
she	now	dreams	of	being	able	to	write	as	well	as	she	can	read	so	that	she	can	not	only	bring	characters
out	of	books	but	also	send	them	back	again.

Mortimer	 Folchart,	 known	 as	Mo	 or	 Silvertongue	A	 bookbinder	 -	 or,	 as	 his	 daughter	 calls	 him,	 a
“book	 doctor.”	Meggie	 says	 he	 can	 “paint	 pictures	 in	 the	 air	with-	 his	 voice.”	 Since	 experiencing	 the
awful	consequences	of	reading	Dustfinger,	Capricorn,	and	Basta	out	of	their	story	and	almost	losing	his
wife	forever,	he	has	avoided	reading	aloud.	Mo	is	now	troubled	by	his	daughter’s	dangerous	fascination
with	the	world	of	Inkheart.

Resa	 (Theresa)	Mo’s	wife,	Meggie’s	mother,	 and	Elinor’s	 favorite	niece.	Resa	 is	 now	 safely	back
with	 her	 family	 but	 has	 still	 to	 recover	 from	 the	 years	 she	 spent	 trapped	 in	 the	 Inkworld,	 her	 time	 in
service	 to	 the	evil	Mortola,	 and	 losing	her	voice.	She	 tells	Meggie	of	her	 life	on	 the	other	 side	of	 the
pages,	scribbling	down	her	memories	on	paper.

Elinor	Loredan	Resa’s	aunt,	a	book-collector,	also	known	as	“the	bookworm.”	Elinor	once	preferred
her	books	to	human	company	but	is	now	happy	to	have	Meggie,	Mo,	and	Resa	living	with	her.	Darius,	the
book-loving	but	stammering	storyteller,	is	also	now	a	part	of	her	household.

Darius	 Formerly	 Capricorn’s	 reader	 in	 the	 first	 book	 of	 Inkheart,	 Darius,	 like	 Mo	 and	 Meggie,
possesses	the	ability	to	read	characters	out	of	stories	-	but	damages	them	if	he	stutters	over	the	words.	He
now	helps	Elinor	in	her	library.	Basta	calls	him	Stumbletongue.

FenOglio,	 also	 known	 as	 “Inkweaver”	 Author	 of	 the	 original	 book	 Inkheart,	 from	 which	 Basta,
Dustfinger,	and	Capricorn	came	-	and,	with	Meggie	and	Mo’s	help,	the	writer	of	the	words	used	to	get	rid
of	Capricorn.	He	disappeared	into	his	own	story	that	same	night.

Dustfinger	A	fire-eater	whom	Mo	accidentally	read	out	of	the	pages	of	Inkheart.	He	is	also	known	as
“the	fire-dancer.”	Plucked	from	his	story,	Dustfinger	has	lived	in	our	world	for	ten	years	and	would	risk
anything	to	go	home	to	the	Inkworld.	At	the	end	of	the	first	book	he	stole	from	Mo	the	last	remaining	copy
of	 Inkheart.	He	owes	 the	 three	 scars	 on	his	 face	 to	Basta’s	 knife	 and	 is	 never	without	Gwin,	 his	 tame
marten,	or	his	young	apprentice,	Farid.

Farid	A	boy	read	by	Mo	out	of	Tales	of	the	Arabian	Nights,	he	is	devoted	to	Dustfinger.	Nimble	and
quickwitted,	he	has	a	talent	for	stealing	and	other	robbers’	arts,	developed	in	his	previous	life.	He	also
has	a	soft	spot	for	Meggie.

Gwin	Dustfinger’s	pet,	a	horned	marten	intended	by	Fenoglio	to	play	a	deadly	part	in	his	original	tale
of	Inkheart.

Capricorn	 The	 brutal	 leader	 of	 a	 gang	 of	mercenary	 fire-raisers,	 he	was	 read	 out	 of	 the	 pages	 of
Inkheart.	Unlike	Dustfinger,	Capricorn	 enjoyed	his	 time	 in	 this	world.	He	made	 it	 his	 business	 to	burn
every	remaining	copy	of	Inkheart	in	an	attempt	to	avoid	ever	returning	to	the	story.	But	eventually,	with	the
help	of	Meggie	and	Fenoglio,	he	is	destroyed	by	Mo.

Basta	One	of	Capricorn’s	most	devoted	henchmen.	Superstitious	and	m	love	with	his	knife,	he	once
slashed	 Dustfinger’s	 face.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 first	 book	 he	 made	 his	 escape,	 followed	 by	 Capricorn’s



housekeeper	and	mother,	Mortola.
Mortola	Capricorn’s	mother,	 also	known	as	 “the	Magpie.”	A	poisoner,	 she	kept	Resa	 enslaved	 for

many	years	as	her	servant.	Her	greatest	wish	is	to	see	Mo	punished	for	what	he	has	done	to	her	son.
And	now,	in	Inkspell	…
Orpheus,	also	called	“Cheeseface”	by	Farid	Discovered	in	our	world	by	Dustfinger,	he	claims	to	have

the	ability	to	both	read	and	write	characters	in	and	out	of	books.	He	is	an	ardent	but	unreliable	admirer	of
the	original	story	of	lnkheart.

IN	THE	INKWORLD
The	Motley	Folk	A	loyal	band	of	strolling	players	(entertainers)	to	which	Dustfinger	once	belonged,

the	Motley	Folk	travel	between	Lombrica	and	Argenta,	the	two	principalities	of	the	Inkworld,	led	by	their
own	Black	Prince.

The	Black	Prince	A	master	knife-thrower,	secretive	champion	of	the	poor,	and	Dustfinger’s	best	friend
from	long	ago.	He	is	accompanied	wherever	he	goes	by	a	faithful	black	bear.

Cloud-Dancer	 A	 crippled	 former	 tightrope-walker,	 now	 a	 messenger	 -	 and	 an	 old	 friend	 of
Dustfinger’s.

Sootbird	An	unconvincing	fire-eater.
Baptista	Actor	and	accomplished	mask-maker,	disfigured	by	pockmarks.
IN	LOMBRICA
Minerva	Fenoglio’s	kindly	landlady.
Ivo	Minerva’s	son.
Despina	Minerva’s	daughter.
Rosenquartz	A	tiny	glass	man	and	Fenoglio’s	long-suffering	helper.
Nettle	A	healer	who	uses	herbs	and	potions	to	cure	the	sick.
AT	THE	CASTLE	OF	OMBRA
The	Laughing	Prince	Bereaved	father	of	Cosimo	the	Fair;	also	known	as	“the	Prince	of	Sighs”	since

his	son’s	untimely	death.
Violante,	“Her	Ugliness”	The	unhappy	wife	of	Cosimo,	daughter	of	the	Adderhead,	mother	of	Jacopo	-

the	heir	to	the	realms	of	both	Lombrica	and	Argenta.
Balbulus	An	illuminator	(illustrator),	brought	to	the	library	of	the	Castle	of	Ombra	by	Violante.
Brianna	The	willful	daughter	of	Roxane	and	Dustfinger,	maid	to	Her	Ugliness.
Cosimo	the	Fair	The	deceased	son	of	the	Laughing	Prince.
AT	ROXANE’S	FARM
Roxane	Dustfinger’s	beautiful	wife,	formerly	a	minstrel	who	now	grows	herbs	for	the	healers.
Jehan	The	son	of	Roxane	and	her	deceased	second	husband.
Jink	Another	home	marten.
IN	ARGENTA
AT	THE	INFIRMARY
The	Barn	Owl	The	physician	who	looked	after	Dustfinger	when	he	was	a	child.
IN	THE	CASTLE	OF	NIGHT
The	Adderhead,	also	known	as	“the	Silver	Prince”	A	warmongering	tyrant	who	fears	only	death	itself.

Capricorn	and	his	fire-raisers	were	in	his	pay.
Slasher	Formerly	Capricorn’s	fire-raiser,	now	in	the	Adderhead’s	service.
The	Piper,	also	known	as	“Silvernose”	Formerly	Capricorn’s	fire-raiser,	he,	too,	now	sings	his	dark

songs	for	the	Adderhead.
Firefox	Capricorn’s	successor,	chief	bodyguard	and	herald	to	the	Adderhead.
Taddeo	The	librarian	of	the	Castle	of	Night.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
1	WORDS	MADE	TO	MEASURE

He	has	been	trying	to	sing	Love	into	existence	again	And	he	has	failed.
Margaret	Atwood,	“Orpheus	2,”	Eating	Fire
Twilight	was	gathering,	and	Orpheus	still	wasn’t	here.
Farid’s	 heart	 beat	 faster,	 as	 it	 always	 did	 when	 day	 left	 him	 alone	 with	 the	 darkness.	 Curse	 that

Cheeseface!	Where	could	he	be?	The	birds	were	falling	silent	in	the	trees,	as	if	the	approach	of	night	had
stifled	their	voices,	and	the	nearby	mountains	were	turning	black.	You	might	have	thought	the	setting	sun
had	singed	them.	Soon	the	whole	world	would	be	black	as	pitch,	even	the	grass	beneath	Farid’s	bare	feet,
and	 the	ghosts	would	begin	 to	whisper.	Farid	knew	only	one	place	where	he	 felt	 safe	 from	 them:	 right
behind	Dustfinger,	so	close	that	he	could	feel	his	warmth.	Dustfinger	wasn’t	afraid	of	the	night.	He	liked
it.

“Hearing	them	again,	are	you?”	he	asked,	as	Farid	pressed	close	to	him.	“How	many	times	do	I	have
to	tell	you?	There	aren’t	any	ghosts	in	this	world.	One	of	its	few	advantages.”

Dustfinger	 stood	 there	 leaning	against	 an	oak	 tree,	 looking	down	 the	 lonely	 road.	 In	 the	distance,	 a
streetlamp	cast	its	light	on	the	cracked	asphalt	where	a	few	houses	huddled	by	the	roadside.	There	were
scarcely	a	dozen	of	them,	standing	close	together	as	if	they	feared	the	night	as	much	as	Farid.

The	house	where	Cheeseface	lived	was	the	first	on	the	road.	There	was	a	light	on	behind	one	of	its
windows.	 Dustfinger	 had	 been	 staring	 at	 it	 for	 more	 than	 an	 hour.	 Farid	 had	 often	 tried	 standing
motionless	like	that,	but	his	limbs	simply	would	not	keep	still.

“I’m	going	to	find	out	where	he	is!”
“No,	you’re	not!”	Dustfinger’s	face	was	as	expressionless	as	ever,	but	his	voice	gave	him	away.	Farid

heard	the	impatience	in	it	…	and	the	hope	that	refused	to	die,	although	it	had	been	disappointed	so	often
before.	“Are	you	sure	he	said	Friday?”

“Yes,	and	this	is	Friday,	right?”
Dustfinger	 just	 nodded,	 then	 pushed	 his	 shoulder-length	 hair	 back	 from	 his	 face.	 Farid	 had	 tried

growing	his	own	hair	long,	but	it	was	so	curly,	tangled,	and	unruly	that	in	the	end	he	cut	it	short	again	with
his	knife.

”	‘Friday	outside	the	village	at	four	o’clock,’	that’s	what	he	said.	While	that	dog	of	his	growled	at	me
as	 if	 it	 really	 craved	 a	 nice	 crunchy	 boy	 to	 eat!”	The	wind	 blew	 through	Farid’s	 thin	 sweater,	 and	 he
rubbed	his	arms,	shivering.	A	good	warm	fire,	that’s	what	he’d	have	liked	now,	but	Dustfinger	wouldn’t
let	 him	 light	 so	much	 as	 a	match	 in	 this	wind.	 Four	 o’clock…Cursing	 quietly,	 Farid	 looked	 up	 at	 the
darkening	sky.	He	knew	it	was	well	past	four,	even	without	a	watch.

“I	tell	you,	he’s	making	us	wait	on	purpose,	the	stuck-up	idiot!”
Dustfinger’s	thin	lips	twisted	into	a	smile.	Farid	was	finding	it	easier	and	easier	to	make	him	smile.

Perhaps	that	was	why	he’d	promised	to	 take	Farid,	 too…supposing	Orpheus	really	did	send	Dustfinger
back.	Back	to	his	own	world,	created	from	paper,	printer’s	ink,	and	an	old	man’s	words.

Oh,	 come	on!	 thought	Farid.	How	would	Orpheus,	 of	 all	 people,	 succeed	where	 all	 the	others	had
failed?	So	many	had	tried	it	…	the	Stammerer,	Golden	Eyes,	Raventongue.	Swindlers	who	had	taken	their
money.

The	light	went	out	behind	Orpheus’s	window,	and	Dustfinger	abruptly	straightened	up.	A	door	closed.
The	sound	of	footsteps	echoed	through	the	darkness:	rapid,	irregular	footsteps.	Then	Orpheus	appeared	in



the	light	of	the	single	streetlamp.	Farid	had	privately	nicknamed	him	Cheeseface	because	of	his	pale	skin
and	the	way	he	sweated	like	a	piece	of	cheese	in	the	sun.	Breathing	heavily,	he	walked	down	the	steep
slope	of	the	road,	with	his	hellhound	beside	him.	It	was	ugly	as	a	hyena.	When	Orpheus	saw	Dustfinger
standing	by	the	roadside	he	stopped,	smiled	broadly,	and	waved	to	him.

Farid	grasped	Dustfinger’s	arm.	“Look	at	that	silly	grin.	False	as	fool’s	gold!”	he	whispered.	“How
can	you	trust	him?”

“Who	says	I	trust	him?	And	what’s	the	matter	with	you?	You’re	all	jittery.	Would	you	rather	stay	here?
Cars,	moving	pictures,	 canned	music,	 light	 that	 keeps	 the	night	 away	 -”	Dustfinger	 clambered	over	 the
knee-high	wall	beside	the	road.	“You	like	all	that.	You’ll	be	bored	to	death	where	I	want	to	go.”

What	was	he	talking	about?	As	if	he	didn’t	know	perfectly	well	that	there	was	only	one	thing	Farid
wanted:	to	stay	with	him.	He	was	about	to	reply	angrily,	but	a	sharp	crack,	like	boots	treading	on	a	twig,
made	 him	 spin	 around.	Dustfinger	 had	 heard	 it,	 too.	He	 had	 stopped	 and	was	 listening.	But	 there	was
nothing	to	be	seen	among	the	trees,	only	the	branches	moving	in	the	wind,	and	a	moth,	pale	as	a	ghost,	that
fluttered	in	Farid’s	face.

“I’m	sorry,	it	took	longer	than	I	expected!”	cried	Orpheus	as	he	approached	them.
Farid	 still	 couldn’t	 grasp	 the	 fact	 that	 such	 a	 voice	 could	 emerge	 from	 that	mouth.	They	had	heard

about	Orpheus’s	voice	in	several	villages,	and	Dustfinger	had	set	out	at	once	in	search	of	it,	but	not	until	a
week	ago	had	they	found	the	man	himself	in	a	library,	reading	fairy	tales	to	a	few	children.	None	of	the
children	seemed	to	notice	the	dwarf	who	suddenly	slipped	out	from	behind	one	of	the	shelves	crammed
with	well-thumbed	books.	But	Dustfinger	had	seen	him.	He	had	lain	in	wait	for	Orpheus,	approaching	him
just	as	he	was	about	to	get	into	his	car	again,	and	finally	he’d	shown	him	the	book	-	the	book	that	Farid
had	cursed	more	often	than	anything	else	on	earth.

“Oh,	 I	 know	 that	 book!”	Orpheus	 had	 breathed.	 “And	 as	 for	 you,”	 he	 had	 added	 almost	 devoutly,
looking	at	Dustfinger	as	if	to	stare	the	scars	from	his	cheeks,	“I	know	you,	too!	You’re	the	best	thing	in	it.
Dustfinger!	The	fire-eater!	Who	read	you	here	into	this	saddest	of	all	stories?	No,	don’t	say	anything!	You
want	to	go	back,	don’t	you?	But	you	can’t	find	the	door,	 the	door	hidden	among	the	letters	on	the	page!
Never	mind!	 I	 can	 build	 you	 a	 new	 one,	 with	words	made	 to	measure!	 For	 a	 special	 price,	 between
friends	-	if	you’re	really	the	man	I	take	you	for.”

A	special	price	between	friends?	What	a	 laugh!	They’d	had	 to	promise	him	almost	all	 their	money,
and	then	wait	for	him	for	hours	in	this	godforsaken	spot,	on	this	windy	night	that	smelled	of	ghosts.

“Is	the	marten	in	there?”	Orpheus	shone	his	flashlight	on	Dustfinger’s	backpack.	“You	know	my	dog
doesn’t	like	him.”

“No,	he’s	 finding	 something	 to	 eat.”	Dustfinger’s	 eyes	wandered	 to	 the	book	under	Orpheus’s	 arm.
“Well?	Have	you	…	done	it?”

“Of	course!”	As	Orpheus	spoke,	the	hellhound	bared	its	teeth	and	glared	at	Farid.	“To	start	with,	the
words	were	rather	hard	to	find.	Perhaps	because	I	was	so	excited.	As	I	told	you	at	our	first	meeting,	this
book,	Inkheart”	-	Orpheus	stroked	the	volume	-	“was	my	favorite	when	I	was	a	child.	I	was	eleven	when	I
last	saw	it.	I	kept	borrowing	it	from	our	run-down	library	until	it	was	stolen.	Unfortunately,	I	hadn’t	been
brave	enough	to	steal	it	myself,	and	then	someone	else	did,	but	I	never	forgot	it.	This	book	taught	me,	once
and	for	all,	how	easily	you	can	escape	this	world	with	the	help	of	words!	You	can	find	friends	between
the	pages	of	a	book,	wonderful	friends!	Friends	like	you,	fire-eaters,	giants,	fairies…!	Have	you	any	idea
how	bitterly	I	wept	when	I	read	about	your	death?	But	you’re	alive,	and	everything	will	be	all	right!	You
will	retell	the	story	-“

“I?”	Dustfinger	interrupted	him	with	an	amused	look.	“No,	believe	me,	that’s	a	task	for	others.”
“Well,	perhaps.”	Orpheus	cleared	his	throat	as	if	he	felt	embarrassed	to	have	revealed	so	much	of	his

feelings.	“However	that	may	be,	it’s	a	shame	I	can’t	go	with	you,”	he	said,	making	for	the	wall	beside	the
road	with	his	curiously	awkward	gait.	“But	the	reader	has	to	stay	behind,	that’s	the	iron	rule.	I’ve	tried



every	way	I	could	to	read	myself	into	a	book,	but	it	just	won’t	work.”	Sighing,	he	stopped	by	the	wall,	put
his	hand	under	his	ill-fitting	jacket,	and	brought	out	a	sheet	of	paper.	“Well	-	this	is	what	you	asked	for,”
he	told	Dustfinger.	“Wonderful	words,	just	for	you,	a	road	of	words	to	take	you	straight	back	again.	Here,
read	it!”

Hesitantly,	 Dustfinger	 took	 the	 sheet	 of	 paper.	 It	 was	 covered	 with	 fine,	 slanting	 handwriting,	 the
letters	tangled	like	thread.	Dustfinger	slowly	ran	his	finger	along	the	words,	as	if	he	had	to	show	each	of
them	separately	to	his	eyes.	Orpheus	watched	him	like	a	schoolboy	waiting	to	be	told	the	mark	his	work
has	earned.

When	Dustfinger	 finally	 looked	 up	 again,	 he	 sounded	 surprised.	 “You	write	 very	well!	 Those	 are
beautiful	words…”

Orpheus	turned	as	red	as	if	someone	had	spilled	mulberry	juice	over	his	face.	“I’m	glad	you	like	it!”
“I	like	it	very	much!	It’s	all	just	as	I	described	it	to	you.	It	even	sounds	a	little	better.”
Orpheus	took	the	sheet	of	paper	back	with	an	awkward	smile.	“I	can’t	promise	that	it’ll	be	the	same

time	of	day	there,”	he	said	in	a	muted	voice.	“The	laws	of	my	art	are	difficult	to	understand,	but	believe
me,	no	one	knows	more	about	them	than	I	do.	For	instance,	I’ve	discovered	that	if	you	want	to	change	or
continue	 a	 story,	 you	 should	 only	 use	 words	 that	 are	 already	 in	 the	 book.	 Too	many	 new	words	 and
nothing	at	all	may	happen,	or,	alternatively,	something	could	happen	 that	you	didn’t	 intend.	Perhaps	 it’s
different	if	you	wrote	the	original	story	-“

“In	 the	name	of	all	 the	 fairies,	you’re	 fuller	of	words	 than	a	whole	 library!”	Dustfinger	 interrupted
impatiently.	“How	about	just	reading	it	now?”

Orpheus	fell	silent	as	abruptly	as	if	he	had	swallowed	his	tongue.	“By	all	means,”	he	said	in	slightly
injured	tones.	“Well,	now	you’ll	see!	With	my	help,	the	book	will	welcome	you	back	like	a	prodigal	son.
It	will	suck	you	up	the	way	paper	absorbs	ink.”

Dustfinger	just	nodded	and	looked	down	the	empty	road.	Farid	sensed	how	much	he	wanted	to	believe
Cheeseface	-	and	how	afraid	he	was	of	another	disappointment.

“What	about	me?”	Farid	went	up	to	him.	“He	did	write	something	about	me,	too,	didn’t	he?	Did	you
check	it?”

Orpheus	gave	him	a	rather	nasty	look.	“My	God,”	he	said	sarcastically	to	Dustfinger,	“that	boy	really
does	seem	fond	of	you!	Where	did	you	pick	him	up?	Somewhere	along	the	road?”

“Not	 exactly,”	 said	Dustfinger.	 “He	was	plucked	out	of	his	 story	by	 the	man	who	did	me	 the	 same
favor.”

“Ah,	 yes!	 That…	 Silvertongue!”	 Orpheus	 spoke	 the	 name	 in	 a	 disparaging	 tone,	 as	 if	 he	 couldn’t
believe	that	anyone	really	deserved	it.

“Yes,	that’s	what	he’s	called.	How	do	you	know?”	There	was	no	mistaking	Dustfinger’s	surprise.
The	hellhound	 snuffled	 at	Farid’s	bare	 toes.	Orpheus	 shrugged.	 “Sooner	or	 later	you	get	 to	hear	of

everyone	who	can	breathe	life	into	the	letters	on	a	page.”
“Indeed?”	Dustfinger	sounded	skeptical,	but	he	asked	no	more	questions.	He	just	stared	at	the	sheet	of

paper	covered	with	Orpheus’s	fine	handwriting.	But	Cheeseface	was	still	looking	at	Farid.
“What	book	do	you	come	from?”	he	asked.	“And	why	don’t	you	want	to	go	back	into	your	own	story,

instead	of	his,	which	has	nothing	to	do	with	you?”
“That’s	none	of	your	business!”	replied	Farid	angrily.	He	liked	Cheeseface	less	and	less.	He	was	too

inquisitive	-	and	far	too	shrewd.
But	Dustfinger	just	laughed	quietly.	“His	own	story?	No,	Farid	isn’t	in	the	least	homesick	for	that	one.

The	 boy	 switches	 from	 story	 to	 story	 like	 a	 snake	 changing	 its	 skin.”	 Farid	 heard	 something	 like
admiration	in	his	voice.

“Does	he	indeed?”	Orpheus	looked	at	Farid	again,	so	patronizingly	that	the	boy	would	have	liked	to
kick	his	fat	shins,	but	the	hellhound	was	still	glaring	hungrily	at	him.	“Very	well,”	said	Orpheus,	sitting



down	on	the	wall.	“I’m	warning	you,	all	the	same!	Reading	you	back	is	easy,	but	the	boy	has	no	business
in	your	story!	I	can’t	put	his	name	into	it,	I	can	only	say	‘a	boy,’	and	as	you	know,	I	can’t	guarantee	that	it
will	work.	Even	if	it	does,	he’ll	probably	just	cause	confusion.	He	may	even	bring	you	bad	luck!”

Whatever	 did	 the	wretched	man	mean?	 Farid	 looked	 at	Dustfinger.	 Please,	 he	 thought,	 oh,	 please!
Don’t	listen	to	him.	Take	me	with	you.

Dustfinger	returned	his	gaze.	And	smiled.
“Bad	luck?”	he	said,	and	his	voice	conveyed	the	certainty	that	no	one	could	tell	him	anything	he	didn’t

already	know	about	bad	luck.	“Nonsense.	So	far	 the	boy	has	brought	me	nothing	but	good	luck	instead.
And	he’s	not	a	bad	fire-eater.	He’s	coming	with	me.	And	so	 is	 this.”	Before	Orpheus	 realized	what	he
meant,	Dustfinger	picked	up	the	book	that	Cheeseface	had	put	down	on	the	wall	beside	him.	“You	won’t
be	needing	it	anymore.	And	I	shall	sleep	considerably	more	easily	if	it’s	in	my	possession.”

Dismayed,	Orpheus	stared	at	him.	“But…	but	I	told	you,	it’s	my	favorite	book!	I	really	would	like	to
keep	it.”

“And	so	would	I,”	was	all	Dustfinger	said	as	he	handed	the	book	to	Farid.	“Here,	take	good	care	of
it.”

Farid	clutched	it	to	his	chest	and	nodded.	“Now	for	Gwin,”	he	said.	“We	must	call	him.”	But	just	as
he	took	a	little	dry	bread	from	his	trouser	pocket	and	was	about	to	call	Gwin’s	name,	Dustfinger	put	his
hand	over	Farid’s	mouth.

“Gwin	stays	here,”	he	said.	If	he	had	announced	that	he	was	planning	to	leave	his	right	arm	behind,
Farid	couldn’t	have	looked	at	him	more	incredulously.	“Why	are	you	staring	at	me	like	that?	We’ll	catch
ourselves	another	marten	once	we’re	there,	one	that’s	not	so	ready	to	bite.”

“Well,	at	least	you’ve	seen	sense	there,”	said	Orpheus,	his	voice	sounding	injured.
Whatever	was	he	talking	about?	But	Dustfinger	avoided	the	boy’s	questioning	gaze.	“Come	on,	start

reading!”	he	told	Orpheus.	“Or	we’ll	still	be	standing	here	at	sunrise.”
Orpheus	looked	at	him	for	a	moment	as	if	he	were	about	to	say	something	else.	But	then	he	cleared	his

throat.	 “Yes,”	he	 said.	 “Yes,	 you’re	 right.	Ten	years	 in	 the	wrong	 story	 -	 that’s	 a	 long	 time.	Let’s	 start
reading.”

Words.
Words	 filled	 the	 night	 like	 the	 fragrance	 of	 invisible	 flowers.	Words	made	 to	measure,	written	 by

Orpheus	with	his	dough-pale	hands,	words	taken	from	the	book	that	Farid	was	clutching	tightly	and	then
fitted	together	into	a	new	meaning.	They	spoke	of	another	world,	a	world	full	of	marvels	and	terrors.	And
Farid,	listening,	forgot	time.	He	didn’t	even	feel	that	there	was	such	a	thing.	Nothing	existed	but	the	voice
of	Orpheus,	so	ill-suited	to	 the	mouth	it	came	from.	It	obliterated	everything:	 the	potholed	road	and	the
run-down	houses	at	the	far	end	of	it,	the	streetlamp,	the	wall	where	Orpheus	was	sitting,	even	the	moon
above	the	black	trees.	And	suddenly	the	air	smelled	strange	and	sweet…

He	can	do	it,	thought	Farid,	he	really	can	do	it,	and	meanwhile	the	voice	of	Orpheus	made	him	blind
and	deaf	to	everything	that	wasn’t	made	of	the	written	letters	on	the	sheet	of	paper.

When	Cheeseface	suddenly	fell	silent,	Farid	looked	around	him	in	confusion,	dizzy	from	the	beautiful
sound	of	the	words.	But	why	were	the	houses	still	there,	and	the	streetlamp,	all	rusty	from	wind	and	rain?
Orpheus	was	still	there,	too,	and	his	hellhound.

Only	one	thing	was	missing.	Dustfinger.
But	Farid	was	still	standing	on	the	same	lonely	road.	In	the	wrong	world.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
2	Fool’s	Gold

For	plainly	this	miscreant	had	sold	himself	to	Satan,	and	it	would	be	fatal	to	meddle	with	the	property
of	such	a	power	as	that.

Mark	Twain,	Tom	Sawyer
“No!”	Farid	heard	the	horror	in	his	own	voice.	“No!	What	have	you	done?	Where	has	he	gone?”
Orpheus	rose	ponderously	from	the	wall,	 still	holding	 that	wretched	piece	of	paper,	and	he	smiled.

“Home.	Where	else?”
“But	what	about	me?	Go	on	reading.	Go	on!”	Everything	was	blurred	by	the	tears	in	his	eyes.	He	was

alone	again,	alone	as	he	had	always	been	before	he	found	Dustfinger.	Farid	began	trembling	so	hard	that
he	didn’t	even	notice	Orpheus	taking	the	book	from	his	hands.

“And	here’s	the	proof	of	it	once	again,”	he	heard	the	man	murmur.	“I	bear	my	name	by	right.	I	am	the
master	of	all	words,	both	written	and	spoken.	No	one	can	compete	with	me.”

“Master	 of	words?	What	 are	 you	 talking	 about?”	Farid	 shouted	 in	 such	 a	 loud	 voice	 that	 even	 the
hellhound	flinched.	“If	you	know	so	much	about	your	trade,	then	why	am	I	still	here?	Go	on,	start	reading
again!	And	give	me	that	book	back!”	He	reached	for	it,	but	Orpheus	avoided	him	with	surprising	agility.

“The	book?	Why	should	I	give	it	to	you?	You	probably	can’t	even	read.	Let	me	tell	you	something!	If
I’d	wanted	you	to	go	with	him,	then	you’d	be	there	now,	but	you	have	no	business	in	his	story,	so	I	just	left
out	what	I’d	written	about	you.	Understand?	And	now	be	off	before	I	set	my	dog	on	you.	Boys	like	you
threw	stones	at	him	when	he	was	a	puppy,	and	he’s	enjoyed	chasing	your	sort	ever	since!”

“You	 brute!	 You	 liar!	 You	 traitor!”	 Farid’s	 voice	 broke.	 Hadn’t	 he	 known	 it?	 Hadn’t	 he	 told
Dustfinger?	Cheeseface	was	as	false	as	fool’s	gold.

Something	 made	 its	 way	 between	 his	 bare	 feet,	 something	 furry	 and	 round-nosed	 with	 tiny	 horns
between	 its	 ears.	The	marten.	He’s	gone,	Gwin,	 thought	Farid.	Dustfinger’s	gone.	We’ll	 never	 see	him
again!

The	hellhound	lowered	its	bulky	head	and	took	a	hesitant	step	toward	the	marten,	but	Gwin	bared	his
needle-sharp	teeth,	and	the	huge	dog	withdrew	its	nose	in	astonishment.	Its	fear	gave	Farid	fresh	courage.

“Come	on,	give	it	to	me!”	He	rammed	his	thin	fist	into	Orpheus’s	chest.	“That	piece	of	paper,	and	the
book,	too!	Or	I’ll	slit	you	open	like	a	carp.	I	swear	I	will!”	But	he	couldn’t	help	sobbing,	which	made	the
words	sound	nowhere	near	as	impressive	as	he	had	intended.

Orpheus	patted	his	dog’s	head	as	he	stowed	away	the	book	in	the	waistband	of	his	trousers.	“Dear	me,
that	really	scares	us,	Cerberus,	doesn’t	it?”

Gwin	pressed	close	to	Farid’s	ankles,	his	tail	twitching	uneasily	back	and	forth.	Even	when	the	marten
ran	across	the	road	and	disappeared	into	the	trees	on	the	other	side,	Farid	thought	it	was	because	of	the
dog.	Deaf	 and	 blind,	 he	 kept	 thinking	 later,	 you	were	 deaf	 and	 blind,	 Farid.	But	Orpheus	 smiled,	 like
someone	who	knows	more	than	his	opponent.

“Let	me	tell	you,	my	young	friend,”	he	said,	“it	gave	me	a	terrible	fright	when	Dustfinger	wanted	the
book	back.	Luckily,	 he	handed	 it	 to	you,	 or	 I	 couldn’t	 have	done	 anything	 for	him.	 It	was	hard	 enough
persuading	my	clients	not	to	just	kill	him,	but	I	made	them	promise.	Only	on	that	condition	would	I	act	as
bait…bait	for	the	book,	because	in	case	you	haven’t	caught	on	yet,	this	is	all	about	the	book.	The	book	and
nothing	else.	They	promised	not	 to	hurt	a	hair	on	Dustfinger’s	head,	but	 I’m	afraid	no	one	said	a	word
about	you.”



And	before	Farid	realized	what	Cheeseface	was	talking	about,	he	felt	the	knife	at	his	throat	-	sharp	as
the	edge	of	a	reed,	colder	than	mist	among	the	trees.

“Well,	well,	who	have	we	here?”	a	well-remembered	voice	murmured	in	his	ear.	“Didn’t	I	 last	see
you	with	Silvertongue?	It	seems	you	helped	Dustfinger	steal	the	book	for	him,	isn’t	that	so?	What	a	fine
little	fellow	you	are!”	The	knife	scratched	Farid’s	skin,	and	the	man	breathed	peppermint	into	his	face.	If
he	hadn’t	known	Basta	by	his	voice,	then	that	stinking	breath	would	have	identified	the	man.	His	knife	and
a	 few	 mint	 leaves	 -	 Basta	 was	 never	 without	 them.	 He	 chewed	 the	 leaves	 and	 then	 spat	 out	 what
remained.	He	was	dangerous	as	a	rabid	dog	and	not	too	bright,	but	how	did	he	come	to	be	here?	How	had
he	found	them?

“Well,	how	do	you	like	my	new	knife?”	Basta	purred	into	Farid’s	ear.	“I’d	have	liked	to	introduce	the
fire-eater	to	it,	too,	but	Orpheus	here	has	a	weakness	for	him.	Never	mind,	I’ll	find	Dustfinger	again.	Him
and	Silvertongue,	and	Silvertongue’s	witch	of	a	daughter.	They’ll	all	pay…”

“Pay	for	what?”	said	Farid.	“Saving	you	from	the	Shadow?”
But	Basta	 only	 pressed	 the	 blade	more	 firmly	 against	 his	 neck.	 “Saving	me?	They	brought	me	bad

luck,	nothing	but	bad	luck!”
“For	heaven’s	sake,	put	that	knife	away!”	Orpheus	interrupted,	sounding	sickened.	“He’s	only	a	boy.

Let	him	go.	I	have	the	book	as	we	agreed,	so	-“
“Let	him	go?”	Basta	laughed	aloud,	but	the	laughter	died	in	his	throat.	A	snarling	sound	came	from	the

woods	 behind	 them,	 and	 the	 hellhound	 laid	 back	 its	 ears.	Basta	 spun	 around.	 “What	 the	 devil…?	You
damned	idiot!	What	have	you	let	out	of	the	book?”

Farid	didn’t	want	to	know	the	answer.	He	felt	Basta	loosen	his	grip	for	a	moment.	That	was	enough:
He	bit	the	man’s	hand	so	hard	that	he	tasted	blood.	Basta	screamed	and	dropped	the	knife.	Farid	jerked
back	his	elbows,	rammed	them	into	the	man’s	narrow	chest,	and	ran.	But	he	had	entirely	forgotten	the	little
wall	by	the	roadside;	he	stumbled	on	it	and	fell	to	his	knees,	so	hard	that	he	was	left	gasping	for	breath.
As	 he	 picked	 himself	 up	 he	 saw	 the	 paper	 lying	 on	 the	 asphalt,	 the	 sheet	 of	 paper	 that	 had	 carried
Dustfinger	away.	The	wind	must	have	blown	it	into	the	road.	With	quick	fingers,	he	reached	for	it.	I	just
left	 out	what	 I’d	written	 about	 you.	Understand?	Orpheus’s	words	 still	 rang	 in	 his	 head,	mocking	him.
Farid	clutched	the	sheet	of	paper	to	his	chest	and	ran	on,	over	the	road	and	toward	the	dark	trees	waiting
on	 the	 other	 side.	 The	 hellhound	 was	 growling	 and	 barking	 behind	 him.	 Then	 it	 howled.	 Something
snarled	again,	so	fiercely	that	Farid	ran	even	faster.	Orpheus	screamed,	fear	making	his	voice	shrill	and
ugly.	Basta	swore,	and	then	the	snarl	came	again,	wild	as	the	snarling	of	the	great	cats	that	had	lived	in
Farid’s	old	world.

Don’t	look	around,	he	thought.	Run,	run!	he	told	his	legs.	Let	the	cat	eat	the	hellhound,	let	it	eat	them
all,	Basta	and	Cheeseface	included,	just	keep	running.	The	dead	leaves	lying	under	the	trees	were	damp
and	muffled	the	sound	of	his	footsteps,	but	they	were	slippery,	too,	and	made	him	lose	his	balance	on	the
steep	slope.	Desperately,	he	caught	hold	of	a	tree	trunk,	pressed	himself	against	it,	knees	trembling,	and
listened	to	the	sounds	of	the	night.	Could	Basta	hear	him	gasping?

A	sob	escaped	his	throat.	He	pressed	his	hands	to	his	mouth.	The	book,	Basta	had	the	book!	He’d	been
supposed	to	look	after	it	-	and	how	was	he	ever	going	to	find	Dustfinger	again	now?	Farid	felt	the	sheet	of
paper	that	held	Orpheus’s	words.	He	was	still	holding	it	tight.	It	was	damp	and	dirty	-	and	now	it	was	his
only	hope.

“Hey,	you	little	bastard!	Bite	me,	would	you?”	Basta’s	voice	reached	him	through	the	quiet	night	air.
“You	 can	 run,	 but	 I’ll	 get	 you	 yet,	 do	 you	 hear?	 You,	 the	 fire-eater,	 Silvertongue	 and	 his	 hoity-toity
daughter	-	and	the	old	man	who	wrote	those	accursed	words!	I’ll	kill	you	all!	One	by	one!	The	way	I’ve
just	slit	open	the	beast	that	came	out	of	the	book.”

Farid	hardly	dared	to	breathe.	Go	on,	he	told	himself.	Go	on!	He	can’t	see	you!	Trembling,	he	felt	for
the	next	 tree	 trunk,	sought	a	handhold,	and	was	grateful	 to	 the	wind	for	blowing	 through	 the	 leaves	and



drowning	out	his	 footsteps	with	 their	 rustling.	How	many	 times	do	I	have	 to	 tell	you?	There	aren’t	any
ghosts	in	this	world.	One	of	its	few	advantages.	He	heard	Dustfinger’s	voice	as	clearly	as	if	he	were	still
following	the	fire-eater.	Farid	kept	repeating	the	words	as	the	tears	ran	down	his	face	and	thorns	gashed
his	feet:	There	are	no	ghosts,	there	are	no	ghosts!

A	branch	whipped	 against	 his	 face	 so	 hard	 that	 he	 almost	 cried	out.	Were	 they	 following	him?	He
couldn’t	hear	anything	except	the	wind.	He	slipped	again	and	stumbled	down	the	slope.	Nettles	stung	his
legs,	burrs	caught	in	his	hair.	And	something	jumped	up	at	him,	furry	and	warm,	pushing	its	nose	into	his
face.

“Gwin?”	Farid	felt	the	little	head.	Yes,	there	were	the	tiny	horns.	He	pressed	his	face	into	the	marten’s
soft	fur.	“Basta’s	back,	Gwin!”	he	whispered.	“And	he	has	the	book!	Suppose	Orpheus	reads	him	into	it
again?	 He’s	 sure	 to	 go	 back	 into	 the	 book	 sometime,	 don’t	 you	 think?	 How	 are	 we	 going	 to	 warn
Dustfinger	about	him	now?”

Farid	twice	found	himself	back	at	the	road	that	wound	down	the	mountain,	but	he	dared	not	walk	along
it	and	instead	made	his	way	on	through	the	prickly	undergrowth.	Soon	every	breath	he	drew	hurt,	but	he
did	not	stop.	Only	when	the	first	rays	of	the	sun	made	their	way	through	the	trees,	and	Basta	still	hadn’t
appeared	behind	him,	did	he	know	that	he	had	gotten	away.

Now	what?	he	thought	as	he	lay	in	the	damp	grass,	gasping	for	breath.	Now	what?	And	suddenly	he
remembered	another	voice,	the	voice	that	had	brought	him	into	this	world.	Silvertongue.	Of	course.	Only
Silvertongue	 could	 help	 Farid	 now,	 he	 or	 his	 daughter,	Meggie.	 They	were	 living	with	 the	 bookworm
woman	these	days.	Farid	had	once	been	there	with	Dustfinger.	It	was	a	long	way	to	go,	particularly	with
the	cuts	on	his	feet.	But	he	had	to	get	there	before	Basta	did…



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
3	DUSTFINGER	COMES	HOME

“What	is	this?”	said	the	Leopard,	“that	is	so	’sclusively	dark,	and	yet	so	full	of	little	pieces	of	light?”
Rudyard	Kipling,	Just	So	Stories
For	a	moment	Dustfinger	felt	as	if	he	had	never	been	away	-	as	if	he	had	simply	had	a	bad	dream,	and

the	memory	of	it	had	left	a	stale	taste	on	his	tongue,	a	shadow	on	his	heart,	nothing	more.	All	of	a	sudden
everything	was	back	again:	the	sounds,	so	familiar	and	never	forgotten;	the	scents;	the	tree	trunks	dappled
in	the	morning	light;	the	shadow	of	the	leaves	on	his	face.	Some	were	turning	color,	like	the	leaves	in	that
other	world,	so	autumn	must	be	coming	here,	too,	but	the	air	was	still	mild.	It	smelled	of	overripe	berries,
fading	blossoms,	a	thousand	or	more	flowers	dazing	his	senses	-	flowers	pale	as	wax	glimmering	under
the	shade	of	the	trees,	blue	stars	on	stems	so	thin	and	delicate	that	he	walked	carefully	so	as	not	to	tread
on	them.	Oaks,	planes,	tulip	trees	towering	to	the	sky	all	around	him!	He	had	almost	forgotten	how	huge	a
tree	could	be,	how	broad	and	tall	its	trunk,	with	a	leaf	canopy	spreading	so	wide	that	a	whole	troop	of
horsemen	could	shelter	beneath	it.	The	forests	of	the	other	world	were	so	young,	their	trees	still	children.
They	had	always	made	him	feel	old,	so	old	that	the	years	covered	him	like	cobwebs.	Here	he	was	young
again,	 just	 a	child	among	 the	 trees,	not	much	older	 than	 the	mushrooms	growing	among	 their	 roots,	not
much	taller	than	the	thistles	and	nettles.

But	where	was	the	boy?
Dustfinger	looked	around,	searching	for	him,	calling	his	name	again	and	again.	“Farid!”	It	was	a	name

that	had	become	almost	as	familiar	to	him	as	his	own	over	these	last	few	months.	But	there	was	no	reply.
Only	his	own	voice	echoing	back	from	the	trees.

So	 that	 was	 it.	 The	 boy	 had	 been	 left	 behind.	 What	 would	 he	 do	 now,	 all	 alone?	 Well,	 thought
Dustfinger	as	he	looked	around	in	vain	one	last	time,	what	do	you	think?	He’ll	manage	better	in	that	world
than	you	ever	did.	The	noise,	 the	speed,	 the	crowds	of	people,	he	 likes	all	 that.	And	you’ve	taught	him
enough	of	your	craft,	he	can	play	with	fire	almost	as	well	as	you.	Yes,	the	boy	will	manage	very	well.	But
for	a	moment	the	joy	of	his	homecoming	wilted	in	Dustfinger’s	heart	like	one	of	the	flowers	at	his	feet,
and	the	morning	light	that	had	welcomed	him	only	a	moment	ago	now	seemed	wan	and	lifeless.	The	other
world	had	cheated	him	again:	Yes,	it	had	let	him	go	after	all	those	years,	but	it	had	kept	the	only	beings
there	to	whom	he	had	given	his	heart…

Well,	and	what	does	that	teach	you?	he	thought,	kneeling	in	the	dewy	grass.	Better	keep	your	heart	to
yourself,	Dustfinger.	He	picked	up	a	leaf	that	glowed	red	as	fire	on	the	dark	moss.	There	hadn’t	been	any
leaves	like	that	in	the	other	world,	had	there?	So	what	was	the	matter	with	him?	Angry	with	himself,	he
straightened	up	again.	Listen,	Dustfinger,	you’re	back!	he	told	himself	firmly.	Back!	Forget	the	boy	-	yes,
you’ve	lost	him,	but	you	have	your	own	world	back	instead,	a	whole	world.	You’re	back,	can	you	finally
believe	it?

If	only	it	wasn’t	so	difficult.	It	was	far	easier	to	believe	in	unhappiness	than	in	happiness.	He	would
have	to	touch	every	flower,	feel	every	tree,	crumble	the	earth	in	his	fingers	and	feel	the	first	gnat-bite	on
his	skin	before	he	really	believed	it.

But	yes,	he	was	back.	He	really	was	back.	At	last.	And	suddenly	happiness	went	to	his	head	like	a
glass	of	 strong	wine.	Even	 the	 thought	of	Farid	couldn’t	 cloud	 it	 anymore.	His	 ten-year	nightmare	was
over.	How	light	he	felt,	light	as	one	of	the	leaves	raining	down	from	the	trees	like	gold!

He	was	happy.



Remember,	Dustfinger?	This	is	what	it	feels	like.	Happiness.
Sure	 enough,	 Orpheus	 had	 read	 him	 to	 the	 very	 place	 he	 had	 described.	 There	 was	 the	 pool,

shimmering	among	gray	and	white	stones,	surrounded	by	flowering	oleander,	and	only	a	little	way	from
the	 bank	 stood	 the	 plane	 tree	where	 the	 fire-elves	 nested.	 Their	 nests	 seemed	 to	 cluster	more	 densely
around	the	trunk	than	he	remembered.	A	less	practiced	eye	might	have	taken	them	for	bees’	nests,	but	they
were	smaller	and	rather	paler,	almost	as	pale	as	the	bark	peeling	from	the	tall	trunk	to	which	they	clung.

Dustfinger	 looked	around,	once	again	breathing	 the	air	he	had	missed	 so	much	 these	 last	 ten	years.
Scents	he	had	almost	forgotten	mingled	with	those	that	could	be	found	in	the	other	world,	 too.	And	you
could	find	trees	like	the	ones	around	the	pool	there,	too,	although	smaller	and	much	younger.	Branches	of
eucalyptus	and	alder	reached	out	over	the	water	as	if	to	cool	their	leaves.	Dustfinger	cautiously	made	his
way	through	the	trees	until	he	reached	the	bank.	A	tortoise	made	off	at	a	leisurely	pace	when	his	shadow
fell	on	 its	shell.	The	 tongue	of	a	 toad,	sitting	on	a	stone,	shot	out	and	swallowed	a	fire-elf.	Swarms	of
them	were	whirring	about	over	the	water,	with	their	high-pitched	buzzing	that	always	sounded	so	angry.

It	was	time	to	raid	their	nests.
Dustfinger	kneeled	down	on	one	of	the	damp	stones.	Something	rustled	behind	him,	and	for	a	moment

he	caught	himself	 looking	for	Farid’s	dark	hair	and	Gwin’s	head	with	 its	 little	horns,	but	 it	was	only	a
lizard	 pushing	 its	way	 out	 of	 the	 leaves	 and	 crawling	 up	 onto	 one	 of	 the	 stones	 to	 bask	 in	 the	 autumn
sunlight.	“Idiot!”	he	muttered,	leaning	forward.	“Forget	the	boy	-	and	as	for	the	marten,	he	won’t	miss	you.
Anyway,	you	had	good	reasons	for	leaving	him	behind.	The	best	of	reasons.”

His	reflection	trembled	on	the	dark	water.	His	face	was	the	same	as	ever.	The	scars	were	still	there,
of	course,	but	at	least	he	had	suffered	no	further	injuries,	his	nose	hadn’t	been	smashed	in,	he	didn’t	have
a	stiff	leg	like	Cockerell	in	the	other	story,	everything	was	in	the	right	place.	He	even	still	had	his	voice	-
so	the	man	Orpheus	obviously	knew	his	trade.

Dustfinger	 bent	 lower	 over	 the	water.	Where	were	 they?	Had	 they	 forgotten	 him?	The	 blue	 fairies
forget	every	face,	often	just	minutes	after	seeing	it,	but	what	about	these	others?	Ten	years	is	a	long	time,
but	did	they	count	years?

The	water	moved,	and	his	 reflection	mingled	with	other	features.	Toadlike	eyes	were	 looking	up	at
him	from	an	almost	human	face,	with	long	hair	drifting	in	the	water	like	grass,	and	equally	green	and	fine.
Dustfinger	took	his	hand	out	of	 the	cool	water,	and	another	hand	stretched	up	-	a	slender,	delicate	hand
almost	like	a	child’s,	covered	with	scales	so	tiny	that	you	could	scarcely	see	them.	A	damp	finger,	cool	as
the	water	from	which	it	had	risen,	touched	his	face	and	traced	the	scars	on	it.

“Yes,	it’s	not	easy	to	forget	my	face,	is	 it?”	Dustfinger	spoke	so	quietly	that	his	voice	was	scarcely
more	 than	 a	 whisper.	 Loud	 voices	 frighten	 water-nymphs.	 “So	 you	 remember	 the	 scars.	 And	 do	 you
remember	what	I	asked	you	and	your	sisters	to	do	for	me,	when	I	was	here	before?”

The	toadlike	eyes	looked	at	him,	black	and	gold,	and	then	the	water-nymph	sank	and	vanished	as	if	she
had	been	a	mere	 illusion.	But	 a	 few	moments	 later,	 three	of	 them	appeared	 together	 in	 the	dark	water.
Shoulders	white	as	lily	petals	shimmered	beneath	the	surface,	fishtails	with	rainbow	scales	like	the	belly
of	 a	 perch	 flicked,	 barely	 visible,	 in	 the	 water	 below.	 The	 tiny	 gnats	 dancing	 above	 the	 water	 stung
Dustfinger’s	 face	 and	 arms,	 as	 if	 they	had	been	waiting	 just	 for	 him,	 but	 he	hardly	 felt	 it.	The	nymphs
hadn’t	forgotten	him	-	neither	his	face	nor	what	he	needed	from	them	to	help	him	summon	fire.

They	reached	 their	hands	up	out	of	 the	water.	Tiny	air	bubbles	 rose	 to	 the	surface,	 the	sign	of	 their
laughter,	as	silent	as	everything	else	about	them.	They	took	his	hands	between	their	own,	stroked	his	arms,
his	face,	his	bare	throat,	until	his	skin	was	almost	as	cool	as	theirs	and	covered	with	the	same	fine,	slimy
deposit	 that	 protected	 their	 scales.	Then,	 as	 suddenly	 as	 they	had	 come,	 they	disappeared	 again.	Their
faces	 sank	 down	 into	 the	 dark	 pool,	 and	 Dustfinger	 might	 have	 thought,	 as	 always,	 that	 he	 had	 only
dreamed	them,	but	for	the	cool	sensation	on	his	skin,	the	shimmering	of	his	hands	and	arms.

“Thank	 you!”	 he	whispered,	 although	 only	 his	 own	 reflection	 now	quivered	 on	 the	water.	Then	 he



straightened	up,	made	his	way	through	the	oleander	bushes	on	the	bank,	and	moved	toward	the	fire-tree	as
silently	as	possible.	If	Farid	had	been	here,	he’d	have	been	prancing	through	the	wet	grass	like	a	foal	in
his	excitement.

Cobwebs	wet	with	dew	clung	 to	Dustfinger’s	 clothes	as	he	 stood	under	 the	plane	 tree.	The	 lowest
nests	 hung	 so	 far	 down	 that	 he	 could	 easily	 reach	 into	one	of	 the	 entrance	holes.	The	 first	 elves	 came
swarming	angrily	out	when	he	put	in	the	fingers	that	the	water-nymphs	had	covered	with	moist	slime,	but
he	calmed	them	by	humming	quietly.	If	he	could	hit	the	right	note,	their	agitated	swirling	soon	turned	to	a
tumbling	flight,	their	own	humming	and	buzzing	becoming	drowsy,	until	their	tiny,	hot	bodies	settled	on	his
arms,	burning	his	skin	and	leaving	a	tiny	deposit	of	soot.	However	much	it	hurt	he	must	not	flinch,	mustn’t
scare	them	away,	must	reach	even	farther	into	the	nest	until	he	found	what	he	was	looking	for:	their	fiery
honey.	Bees	stung,	but	fire-elves	burned	holes	in	your	skin	if	the	water-nymphs	hadn’t	touched	it	first.	And
even	with	their	protection,	it	was	prudent	not	to	be	too	greedy	when	you	stole	the	elves’	honey.	If	a	robber
took	 too	much	 they	would	 fly	 in	his	 face,	burn	his	 skin	and	hair,	 and	wouldn’t	 let	him	go	until	he	was
writhing	in	pain	at	the	foot	of	their	tree.

But	Dustfinger	was	never	greedy	enough	to	annoy	them.	He	took	only	a	tiny	piece	of	honeycomb	from
the	nest,	scarcely	larger	than	his	thumbnail.	That	was	all	he	needed	for	now.	He	went	on	humming	quietly
as	he	wrapped	the	honey	in	some	leaves.

The	fire-elves	woke	as	soon	as	he	stopped	humming.	They	whirred	around	him	faster	and	faster,	while
their	voices	rose	to	a	sound	like	bumblebees	buzzing	angrily.	However,	they	did	not	attack	him.	You	had
to	ignore	them,	act	as	if	you	hadn’t	even	seen	them	as	you	turned	and	walked	away	at	your	leisure,	slowly,
very	slowly.	They	went	on	whirling	 in	 the	air	around	Dustfinger	for	some	time,	but	 in	 the	end	 they	fell
behind	 him,	 and	 he	 followed	 the	 small	 stream	 that	 flowed	 out	 of	 the	 water-nymphs’	 pool	 and	 wound
slowly	away	through	willows,	reeds,	and	alders.

He	 knew	where	 the	 stream	would	 take	 him:	 out	 of	 the	Wayless	Wood,	where	 you	 hardly	 ever	met
another	 soul	 of	 your	 own	 kind,	 and	 then	 on	 northward,	 to	 places	where	 the	 forest	 belonged	 to	 human
beings,	 and	 its	 timber	 fell	 to	 their	 axes	 so	 fast	 that	most	 trees	 died	 before	 their	 canopies	 could	 offer
shelter	 to	 so	much	 as	 a	 single	 horseman.	 The	 stream	would	 lead	 him	 through	 the	 valley	 as	 it	 slowly
opened	out,	 past	 hills	where	 no	man	had	 ever	 set	 foot	 because	 they	were	 full	 of	 giants	 and	bears	 and
creatures	that	had	never	been	given	a	name.	At	some	point	the	first	charcoal-burners’	huts	would	appear
on	the	slopes,	Dustfinger	would	see	the	first	patch	of	bare	earth	among	the	dense	green,	and	then	he	would
be	reunited	not	just	with	fairies	and	water-nymphs	but,	he	hoped,	with	some	of	those	human	beings	he	had
missed	for	so	long.

He	moved	 into	 cover	when	a	 sleepy	wolf	 appeared	between	 two	 trees	 in	 the	distance	 and	waited,
motionless,	until	its	gray	muzzle	had	disappeared.	Yes,	bears	and	wolves	-	he	must	learn	to	listen	for	their
steps	again,	to	sense	their	presence	nearby	before	they	saw	him	-	not	forgetting	the	big	wildcats,	dappled
like	tree	trunks	in	the	sunlight,	and	the	snakes	as	green	as	the	foliage	where	they	liked	to	hide.	They	would
themselves	 down	 from	 the	 branches	with	 less	 sound	 than	 his	 hand	would	make	 brushing	 a	 leaf	 off	 his
shoulder.	Luckily,	the	giants	generally	stayed	in	their	hills,	where	not	even	he	dared	go.	Only	in	winter	did
they	sometimes	come	down.	But	there	were	other	creatures,	too,	beings	less	gentle	than	the	water-nymphs,
and	they	couldn’t	be	lulled	by	humming	as	the	fire-elves	could.	They	were	usually	invisible,	well	hidden
among	 timber	 and	 green	 leaves,	 but	 they	 were	 no	 less	 dangerous	 for	 that:	 Tree-Men,	 Trows,	 Black
Bogles,	Night-Mares…some	of	them	even	ventured	as	far	as	the	charcoal-burners’	huts.

“Take	a	little	more	care!”	Dustfinger	whispered	to	himself.	“You	don’t	want	your	first	day	home	to	be
your	last.”	The	sheer	intoxication	of	being	back	gradually	died	down,	allowing	him	to	think	more	clearly
again.	But	the	happiness	remained	in	his	heart,	soft	and	warm	like	a	young	bird’s	downy	plumage.

He	 took	off	his	 clothes	beside	 a	 stream	and	washed	 the	water-nymphs’	 slimy	deposit	 off	his	body,
together	with	the	fire-elves’	soot	and	the	grime	of	the	other	world.	Then	he	put	on	the	clothes	he	hadn’t



worn	for	ten	years.	He	had	looked	after	them	carefully,	but	there	were	a	few	moth	holes	in	the	black	fabric
all	the	same,	and	the	sleeves	had	already	been	threadbare	when	he	first	took	them	off	in	that	other	world.
These	garments	were	all	red	and	black,	the	colors	worn	by	fire-eaters,	just	as	tightrope-walkers	clothed
themselves	in	the	blue	of	the	sky.	He	stroked	the	rough	material,	put	on	the	full-sleeved	doublet,	and	threw
the	 dark	 cloak	 over	 his	 shoulders.	 Luckily,	 everything	 still	 fitted;	 getting	 new	 clothes	 made	 was	 an
expensive	 business,	 even	 if	 you	 just	 took	 your	 old	 clothes	 to	 the	 tailor	 to	 be	 patched	 up	 again,	 as	 the
strolling	players	usually	did.

When	twilight	fell	he	looked	around	for	a	safe	place	to	sleep.	Finally,	he	climbed	up	onto	a	fallen	oak
with	its	root-ball	towering	so	high	into	the	air	that	it	offered	good	shelter	for	the	night.	The	root-ball	was
like	a	great	rampart	of	earth,	yet	some	of	the	roots	still	clung	to	the	ground	as	if	unwilling	to	let	go	of	life.
The	crown	of	the	fallen	tree	had	put	out	new	shoots,	although	they	now	pointed	to	the	ground	and	not	the
sky.	Dustfinger	nimbly	clambered	along	the	mighty	trunk,	digging	his	fingers	into	its	rough	bark.

When	he	reached	the	roots,	which	were	now	thrusting	up	into	the	air	as	if	they	could	find	nourishment
there,	a	few	fairies	flew	up,	chattering	crossly.	They	had	obviously	been	looking	for	building	materials
for	 their	nests.	Of	course:	 It	would	soon	be	autumn,	 time	 for	a	more	weatherproof	 sleeping	place.	The
blue	fairies	took	no	particular	trouble	over	the	nests	they	built	in	spring,	but	as	soon	as	the	first	leaf	turned
color	they	began	improving	them,	padding	them	with	animal	fur	and	birds’	feathers,	weaving	more	grass
and	twigs	into	the	walls,	sealing	cracks	with	moss	and	fairy	spit.

Two	of	the	tiny	blue	creatures	didn’t	fly	away	when	they	saw	him.	They	stared	avidly	at	his	sandy	hair
as	the	evening	light,	falling	through	the	treetops,	tinged	their	wings	with	red.

“Ah,	of	course!”	Dustfinger	laughed	softly.	“You	want	some	of	my	hair	for	your	nests.”	He	cut	off	a
lock	 with	 his	 knife.	 One	 of	 the	 delighted	 fairies	 seized	 the	 hair	 in	 her	 delicate,	 insectlike	 hands	 and
fluttered	 quickly	 away	with	 it.	 The	 other	 fairy,	 so	 tiny	 that	 she	 could	 only	 just	 have	 hatched	 from	 her
mother-of-pearl	egg,	followed	her.	He	had	missed	those	bold	little	blue	creatures,	he’d	missed	them	so
much.

Down	below	among	the	trees,	night	was	falling,	but	in	the	light	of	the	setting	sun	the	treetops	overhead
were	turning	red	as	sorrel	in	a	summer	meadow.	Soon	the	fairies	would	be	asleep	in	their	nests,	the	mice
and	rabbits	in	their	holes	and	burrows.	The	cool	of	the	night	would	make	the	lizards’	legs	stiff,	the	birds
would	 fall	 silent,	 predators	would	prepare	 to	go	hunting,	 their	 eyes	 like	yellow	 lights	 in	 the	darkness.
Let’s	hope	they	don’t	fancy	afire-eater	for	dinner,	thought	Dustfinger,	stretching	his	legs	out	on	the	fallen
trunk.	He	thrust	his	knife	into	the	cracked	bark	beside	him,	wrapped	himself	in	the	cloak	he	hadn’t	worn
for	ten	years,	and	stared	up	at	the	leaves.	They	were	growing	darker	and	darker	now.	An	owl	rose	from	an
oak	 and	 swooped	 away,	 little	more	 than	 a	 shadow	among	 the	branches.	A	 tree	whispered	 in	 its	 sleep,
words	that	no	human	ear	could	understand.

Dustfinger	closed	his	eyes	and	listened.
He	was	home	again.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
4	SILVERTONGUE’S	DAUGHTER

Was	there	only	one	world	after	all,	which	spent	its	time	dreaming	of	others?
Philip	Pullman,	The	Subtle	Knife
Meggie	hated	quarreling	with	Mo.	It	left	her	shaking	inside,	and	nothing	could	comfort	her	-	not	a	hug

from	her	mother,	not	the	licorice	candies	Resa’s	aunt	Elinor	gave	her	if	their	loud	voices	had	carried	to
the	 library,	not	Darius,	who	firmly	believed	in	 the	miraculous	healing	powers	of	hot	milk	and	honey	in
such	cases.

Nothing	helped.
This	time	it	had	been	particularly	bad,	because	Mo	had	really	only	come	to	see	her	to	say	good-bye.

He	had	a	new	job	waiting,	some	sick	books	too	old	and	valuable	to	be	sent	 to	him.	In	the	past	Meggie
would	have	gone	with	him,	but	this	time	she	had	decided	to	stay	with	Elinor	and	her	mother.

Why	did	he	have	to	come	to	her	room	just	when	she	was	reading	the	notebooks	again?	They’d	often
quarreled	over	those	notebooks	recently,	although	Mo	hated	a	quarrel	as	much	as	she	did.	Afterward,	he
usually	 disappeared	 into	 the	workshop	 that	 Elinor	 had	 had	 built	 behind	 the	 house	 for	 him,	 and	 a	 time
would	come,	once	Meggie	couldn’t	bear	to	be	angry	with	him	anymore,	when	she	would	follow	him	there.
He	never	raised	his	head	when	she	slipped	through	the	doorway,	and	without	a	word	Meggie	would	sit
down	beside	him	on	the	chair	that	was	always	ready	for	her	and	watch	him	at	work,	just	as	she	had	done
even	before	 she	could	 read.	She	 loved	watching	his	hands	 free	a	book	 from	 its	 shabby	dress,	 separate
stained	pages	 from	each	other,	part	 the	 threads	holding	 together	a	damaged	quire,	or	 soak	 rag	paper	 to
mend	a	sheet	of	paper	worn	thin.	It	was	never	long	before	Mo	turned	and	asked	her	a	question	of	some
kind:	Did	she	like	the	color	he’d	chosen	for	a	linen	binding,	did	she	agree	that	the	paper	pulp	he’d	mixed
for	 repairs	 had	 turned	 out	 slightly	 too	 dark?	 It	 was	 Mo’s	 way	 of	 apologizing,	 of	 saying:	 Don’t	 let’s
quarrel,	Meggie;	let’s	forget	what	we	said	just	now.

But	that	was	no	good	today.	Because	he	hadn’t	disappeared	into	his	workshop,	he’d	gone	away	to	see
some	book	collector	or	other	and	give	the	collector’s	printed	treasures	a	new	lease	on	life.	This	time	he
wouldn’t	 come	 to	 her	with	 a	 present	 to	make	 up	 for	 the	 quarrel	 -	 a	 book	 he’d	 found	 in	 a	 secondhand
bookshop	somewhere,	or	a	bookmark	decorated	with	blue	jay	feathers	found	in	Elinor’s	garden…

So	why	couldn’t	she	have	been	reading	some	other	book	when	he	came	into	her	room?
“Good	heavens,	Meggie,	you	 seem	 to	have	nothing	 in	your	head	but	 those	notebooks!”	he	had	 said

angrily.	It	had	been	the	same	every	time,	these	last	few	months,	whenever	he	had	found	her	like	that	in	her
room	-	lying	on	the	rug,	deaf	and	blind	to	all	that	went	on	around	her,	eyes	glued	to	the	words	with	which
she	had	written	down	what	Resa	told	her	-	tales	of	what	she	had	seen	“there,”	as	Mo	bitterly	called	it.

There.
Inkworld	was	 the	name	Meggie	gave	to	 the	place	of	which	Mo	spoke	so	slightingly	and	her	mother

sometimes	with	 such	 longing.	 Inkworld,	 after	 the	 book	 about	 it,	 Inkheart.	 The	 book	was	 gone,	 but	 her
mother’s	memories	were	as	vivid	as	if	not	a	day	had	passed	since	she	was	there	-	in	that	world	of	paper
and	printer’s	ink	where	there	were	fairies	and	princes,	water-nymphs,	fire-elves,	and	trees	that	seemed	to
grow	to	the	sky.

Meggie	had	sat	with	her	mother	for	countless	days	and	nights,	writing	down	what	Resa’s	fingers	told
her.	Resa	had	left	her	voice	behind	in	the	Inkworld,	so	she	talked	to	her	daughter	either	with	pencil	and
paper	or	with	her	hands,	telling	the	story	of	those	years	-	those	terrible	magical	years,	she	called	them.



Sometimes	she	also	drew	what	her	eyes	had	seen	but	her	tongue	could	no	longer	describe:	fairies,	birds,
strange	 flowers,	 conjured	 up	 on	 paper	with	 just	 a	 few	 strokes,	 yet	 looking	 so	 real	 that	Meggie	 almost
believed	she	had	seen	them,	too.

At	 first	Mo	himself	had	bound	 the	notebooks	 in	which	Meggie	wrote	down	Resa’s	memories	 -	and
each	binding	was	more	beautiful	than	the	last	-	but	a	time	came	when	Meggie	noticed	the	anxiety	in	his
eyes	 as	 he	 watched	 her	 reading	 them,	 completely	 absorbed	 in	 the	 words	 and	 pictures.	 Of	 course	 she
understood	his	uneasiness;	after	all,	for	years	he	had	lost	his	wife	to	this	world	made	of	words	and	paper.
How	could	he	like	it	if	his	daughter	thought	of	little	else?	Oh	yes,	Meggie	understood	Mo	very	well,	yet
she	couldn’t	do	as	he	asked	-	close	the	books	and	forget	the	Inkworld	for	a	while.

Perhaps	her	longing	for	it	wouldn’t	have	been	quite	as	strong	if	the	fairies	and	brownies	had	still	been
around,	all	those	strange	creatures	they	had	brought	back	from	Capricorn’s	accursed	village.	But	none	of
them	lived	in	Elinor’s	garden	now.	The	fairies’	empty	nests	still	clung	to	the	trees,	and	the	burrows	that
the	brownies	had	dug	were	still	there,	but	their	inhabitants	were	gone.	At	first	Elinor	thought	they	had	run
away	or	been	stolen,	but	then	the	ashes	had	been	found.	They	covered	the	grass	in	the	garden,	fine	as	dust,
gray	ashes,	as	gray	as	the	shadows	from	which	Elinor’s	strange	guests	had	once	appeared.	And	Meggie
had	realized	that	there	was	no	return	from	death,	even	for	creatures	made	of	nothing	but	words.

Elinor,	however,	could	not	reconcile	herself	to	this	idea.	Defiantly,	desperately,	she	had	driven	back
to	Capricorn’s	village	-	only	to	find	the	streets	empty,	the	houses	burned	down,	and	not	a	living	soul	in
sight.	“You	know,	Elinor,”	Mo	had	said	when	she	came	back	with	her	face	tearstained,	“I	was	afraid	of
something	like	this.	I	couldn’t	really	believe	there	were	words	to	bring	back	the	dead.	And	besides	-	if
you’re	honest	with	yourself-	you	must	admit	they	didn’t	fit	into	this	world.”

“Nor	do	I!”	was	all	Elinor	had	replied.
Over	the	next	few	weeks,	Meggie	often	heard	sobbing	from	Elinor’s	room	when	she	slipped	into	the

library	one	last	time	in	the	evening	to	find	a	book.	Many	months	had	passed	since	then	-	they	had	all	been
living	together	in	Elinor’s	big	house	for	nearly	a	year,	and	Meggie	had	a	feeling	that	Elinor	was	glad	not
to	be	alone	with	her	books	anymore.	She	had	given	them	the	best	rooms;	Elinor’s	old	schoolbooks	and	a
few	writers	she	no	longer	much	liked	had	been	banished	to	the	attic	to	make	more	space.	Meggie’s	room
had	a	view	of	snow-topped	mountains,	and	from	her	parents’	bedroom	you	could	see	the	distant	lake	with
its	gleaming	water,	which	had	so	often	tempted	the	fairies	to	fly	in	that	direction.

Mo	had	never	simply	gone	off	 like	that	before.	Without	a	word	of	good-bye.	Without	making	up	the
quarrel…

Perhaps	I	should	go	down	and	help	Darius	in	the	library,	thought	Meggie	as	she	sat	there	wiping	the
tears	from	her	face.	She	never	cried	while	she	was	quarreling	with	Mo;	the	tears	didn’t	come	until	later…
and	he	always	looked	terribly	guilty	when	he	saw	her	red	eyes.	She	was	sure	that	yet	again	everyone	had
heard	them	quarreling!	Darius	was	probably	making	the	hot	milk	and	honey	already,	and	as	soon	as	she
put	 her	 head	 around	 the	 kitchen	 door	Elinor	would	 begin	 calling	Mo,	 and	men	 in	 general,	 names.	No,
she’d	better	stay	in	her	own	room.

Oh,	Mo.	He	had	snatched	the	notebook	she	was	reading	out	of	her	hand	and	taken	it	with	him!	And	that
one	was	the	book	where	she	had	collected	ideas	for	stories	of	her	own:	beginnings	that	had	never	gotten
any	 further,	 opening	words,	 crossed-out	 sentences,	 all	 her	 failed	 attempts…How	 could	 he	 just	 take	 it
away	from	her?	She	didn’t	want	Mo	to	read	it;	she	didn’t	want	him	seeing	how	she	tried	in	vain	to	fit	the
words	 together	on	paper,	words	 that	came	 to	her	 tongue	so	easily	and	with	such	power	when	she	 read
aloud.	Meggie	 could	write	 down	what	Resa	 described	 to	 her;	 she	 could	 fill	 pages	 and	pages	with	 the
stories	her	mother	told	her.	But	as	soon	as	she	tried	to	make	something	new	of	them,	a	story	with	a	life	of
its	own,	her	mind	went	blank.	The	words	seemed	to	fly	out	of	her	head	-	like	snowflakes	leaving	only	a
damp	patch	on	your	skin	when	you	put	out	your	hand	to	catch	them.

Someone	knocked	on	Meggie’s	door.



“Come	in!”	she	snuffled,	looking	in	her	trouser	pockets	for	one	of	the	old-fashioned	handkerchiefs	that
Elinor	had	given	her.	(”They	belonged	to	my	sister.	Her	name	began	with	an	M,	like	yours.	Embroidered
in	the	corner	there,	see?	I	thought	it	would	be	better	for	you	to	have	them	than	let	the	moths	eat	holes	in
them.”)

Her	mother	put	her	head	around	the	door.
Meggie	tried	a	smile,	but	it	was	a	miserable	failure.
“Can	I	come	in?”	Resa’s	fingers	traced	the	words	in	the	air	faster	than	Darius	could	have	said	them

aloud.	Meggie	nodded.	By	now	she	understood	her	mother’s	sign	language	almost	as	easily	as	the	letters
of	the	alphabet	-	she	knew	it	better	than	Mo	and	much	better	than	Elinor,	who	often	called	for	Meggie	in
desperation	when	Resa’s	fingers	went	too	fast	for	her.

Resa	closed	the	door	behind	her	and	sat	down	on	the	windowsill	with	her	daughter.	Meggie	always
called	her	mother	by	her	first	name,	perhaps	because	she	hadn’t	had	a	mother	for	 ten	years,	or	perhaps
because,	for	the	same	inexplicable	reason,	she	had	always	called	her	father	just	Mo.

Meggie	recognized	the	notebook	as	soon	as	Resa	put	it	on	her	lap.	It	was	the	one	that	Mo	had	taken.	“I
found	it	lying	outside	your	door,”	said	her	mother’s	hands.

Meggie	stroked	the	patterned	binding.	So	Mo	had	brought	it	back.	Why	hadn’t	he	come	in?	Because	he
was	still	too	angry,	or	because	he	was	sorry?

“He	wants	me	to	put	them	away	in	the	attic.	At	least	for	a	while.”	Meggie	suddenly	felt	so	small.	And
at	the	same	time	so	old.	“He	said,	‘Perhaps	I	ought	to	turn	into	a	glass	man	or	dye	my	skin	blue,	since	my
wife	and	daughter	obviously	think	more	of	fairies	and	glass	men	than	of	me.’”

Resa	smiled	and	stroked	Meggie’s	nose	with	her	forefinger.
“Yes,	I	know,	of	course	he	doesn’t	really	think	that!	But	he	always	gets	so	angry	when	he	sees	me	with

the	notebooks.	…”
Resa	looked	out	through	the	open	window.	Elinor’s	garden	was	so	large	that	you	couldn’t	see	where	it

began	 or	 ended,	 you	 just	 saw	 tall	 trees	 and	 rhododendron	 shrubs	 so	 old	 that	 they	 surrounded	Elinor’s
house	 like	 an	 evergreen	wood.	Right	 under	Meggie’s	window	was	 a	 lawn	with	 a	 narrow	 gravel	 path
around	it.	A	garden	seat	stood	to	one	side	of	the	lawn.	Meggie	still	remembered	the	night	when	she	had	sat
there	watching	Dustfinger	breathe	fire.	Elinor’s	ever-grumpy	gardener	had	swept	the	dead	leaves	off	the
lawn	only	 that	 afternoon.	You	 could	 still	 see	 the	 bare	 patch	 in	 the	middle	where	Capricorn’s	men	had
burned	Elinor’s	best	books.	The	gardener	kept	trying	to	persuade	Elinor	to	plant	something	in	that	space,
or	 sow	more	 grass	 seed	 there,	 but	 Elinor	 just	 shook	 her	 head	 energetically.	 “Who	 grows	 grass	 on	 a
grave?”	she	had	snapped	the	last	time	he	suggested	it,	and	she	told	him	to	leave	the	yarrow	alone,	too.	It
had	grown	luxuriantly	around	 the	sides	of	 the	blackened	patch	ever	since	 the	fire,	as	 if	 to	make	 its	 flat
flower	heads	a	reminder	of	the	night	when	Elinor’s	printed	children	were	swallowed	up	by	the	flames.

The	sun	was	setting	behind	the	nearby	mountains,	so	red	that	it	was	as	if	it,	too,	wanted	to	remind	them
of	that	long-extinguished	fire,	and	a	cool	wind	blew	from	the	hills,	making	Resa	shiver.

Meggie	closed	the	window.	The	wind	blew	a	few	faded	rose	petals	against	the	pane;	they	stuck	to	the
glass,	pale	yellow	and	translucent.	“I	don’t	want	 to	quarrel	with	him,”	she	whispered.	“I	never	used	to
quarrel	with	Mo.	Well,	almost	never	…”

“Perhaps	he’s	right.”	Her	mother	pushed	back	her	hair.	It	was	just	as	long	as	Meggie’s,	but	darker,	as
if	a	shadow	had	fallen	on	it.	Resa	usually	held	it	back	with	combs.	Meggie	often	wore	her	hair	like	that,
too,	 and	 sometimes	when	 she	 looked	at	her	 reflection	 in	 the	mirror	of	her	wardrobe	 she	 seemed	 to	be
seeing	not	herself	but	a	younger	version	of	her	mother.	“Another	year	and	she’ll	be	towering	over	you,”
Mo	sometimes	said	when	he	wanted	to	tease	Resa,	and	the	shortsighted	Darius	had	confused	Meggie	with
her	mother	several	times	already.

Resa	ran	her	 forefinger	over	 the	windowpane	as	 if	 tracing	 the	rose	petals	 that	clung	 to	 it.	Then	her
hands	began	speaking	again,	hesitantly,	just	as	lips	can	sometimes	hesitate.	“I	do	understand	your	father,



Meggie,”	she	said.	“Sometimes	I	myself	think	the	two	of	us	talk	about	that	other	world	too	often.	Even	I
don’t	 understand	why	 I	 keep	 coming	 back	 to	 the	 subject.	And	 I’m	 always	 telling	 you	 about	what	was
beautiful	there,	not	the	other	things:	being	shut	up,	Mortola’s	punishments,	how	my	hands	and	knees	hurt	so
much	from	all	 the	work	that	I	couldn’t	sleep…all	 the	cruelty	I	saw	there.	Did	I	 tell	you	about	 the	maid
who	died	of	fright	because	a	Night-Mare	stole	into	our	bedroom?”

“Yes,	you	did.”	Meggie	moved	very	close	to	her	mother,	but	Resa’s	hands	fell	silent.	They	were	still
roughened	from	all	her	years	of	toil	as	a	maid,	working	first	for	Mortola	and	then	for	Capricorn.	“You’ve
told	me	about	everything,”	said	Meggie.	“The	bad	things,	too,	even	if	Mo	won’t	believe	it!”

“Because	all	 the	same	he	feels	 that	we	dream	only	of	 the	wonderful	part.	As	 if	 I	ever	had	much	of
that!”	Resa	shook	her	head.	Again	her	fingers	fell	silent	for	a	long	time	before	she	let	them	go	on.	“I	had	to
steal	 it	 for	myself,	 in	 seconds,	minutes…sometimes	a	precious	hour	when	we	were	allowed	out	 in	 the
forest	to	gather	the	plants	Mortola	needed	for	her	black	potions.”

“But	there	were	the	years	when	you	were	free,	too!	When	you	disguised	yourself	and	worked	in	the
markets	as	a	scribe.”	Disguised	as	a	man…Meggie	had	pictured	it	over	and	over	again:	her	mother	with
her	hair	cut	short,	wearing	a	scribe’s	tunic,	ink	on	her	fingers	from	the	finest	handwriting	to	be	found	in
the	Inkworld.	So	Resa	had	told	her.	It	was	the	way	she	had	earned	a	living	in	a	world	that	didn’t	make	it
easy	 for	women	 to	work.	Meggie	would	 have	 liked	 to	 hear	 the	 story	 again	 now,	 even	 if	 it	 had	 a	 sad
ending,	for	after	that	Resa’s	years	of	unhappiness	had	begun.	But	wonderful	things	had	happened	during
that	time,	too,	like	the	great	banquet	at	the	Laughing	Prince’s	castle	to	which	Mortola	had	taken	her	maids,
the	banquet	where	Resa	saw	the	Laughing	Prince	himself,	and	the	Black	Prince	and	his	bear,	the	tightrope-
walker	called	Cloud-Dancer…

But	Resa	hadn’t	come	into	her	room	to	tell	all	those	stories	again.	She	said	nothing	in	reply.	And	when
her	 fingers	 did	 begin	 to	 speak	 once	more,	 they	moved	more	 slowly	 than	 usual.	 “Forget	 the	 Inkworld,
Meggie,”	they	said.	“Let’s	both	of	us	forget	it,	at	least	for	a	little	while.	For	your	father’s	sake	-	and	for
yours.	Or	one	day	you	may	be	blind	to	the	beauty	around	you	here.”	She	looked	out	of	the	window	again	at
the	gathering	dusk.	“I’ve	told	you	all	about	it	already,”	said	her	hands.	“Everything	you	wanted	to	know.”

So	 she	had.	And	Meggie	had	asked	her	many	questions,	 thousands	 and	 thousands	of	 them.	Did	you
ever	 see	one	of	 the	giants?	What	 sort	 of	 clothes	did	you	wear?	What	did	 the	 fortress	 look	 like,	 in	 the
forest	where	Mortola	 took	you,	and	 that	prince	you	 talk	about,	 the	Laughing	Prince	 -	was	his	castle	as
huge	and	magnificent	as	the	Castle	of	Night?	Tell	me	about	his	son,	Cosimo	the	Fair,	and	the	Adderhead
and	his	men-at-arms.	Was	 everything	 in	 his	 castle	 really	made	 of	 silver?	How	big	 is	 the	 bear	 that	 the
Black	 Prince	 always	 keeps	 beside	 him,	 and	 what	 about	 the	 trees,	 can	 they	 really	 talk?	 And	 that	 old
woman,	the	one	they	all	call	Nettle,	is	it	true	that	she	can	fly?

Resa	had	answered	all	these	questions	as	well	as	she	could,	but	even	a	thousand	answers	did	not	add
up	to	a	whole	ten	years,	and	there	were	some	questions	that	Meggie	had	never	put	to	her.	She	had	never
asked	about	Dustfinger,	for	instance.	But	Resa	had	talked	about	him	all	the	same,	telling	her	that	everyone
in	the	Inkworld	knew	his	name,	even	many	years	after	he	had	disappeared.	Of	course,	he	was	known	as
the	 fire-dancer,	 too,	 so	 Resa	 had	 recognized	 him	 at	 once	 when	 she	 met	 him	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 this
world…

There	was	another	question	that	Meggie	didn’t	ask	-	although	it	often	came	into	her	mind	-	for	Resa
couldn’t	have	answered	it:	What	about	Fenoglio,	 the	writer	of	 the	book	that	had	drawn	first	her	mother
and	finally	even	its	own	author	into	its	pages?	How	was	Fenoglio	now?

More	than	a	year	had	passed	since	Meggie’s	voice	had	cast	the	spell	of	Fenoglio’s	own	words	over
him	-	and	he	had	disappeared	as	if	they	had	swallowed	him	up.	Sometimes	Meggie	saw	his	wrinkled	face
in	her	dreams,	but	she	never	knew	if	 it	 looked	sad	or	happy.	Not	 that	 it	had	ever	been	easy	to	read	the
expression	on	Fenoglio’s	tortoiselike	face	anyway.	One	night,	when	she	woke	suddenly	from	one	of	these
dreams	 and	 couldn’t	 get	 to	 sleep	 again,	 she	 had	 begun	 a	 story	 in	which	 Fenoglio	was	 trying	 to	write



himself	home	again,	back	to	his	grandchildren	and	the	village	where	Meggie	had	first	met	him.	But	as	with
all	the	other	stories	she’d	started	to	write,	she	never	got	past	the	first	three	sentences.

Meggie	leafed	through	the	notebook	that	Mo	had	taken	away	from	her,	then	closed	it	again.	Resa	put	a
hand	under	her	chin	and	looked	into	her	face.

“Don’t	be	cross	with	him!”
“I	never	am,	not	for	long!	He	knows	that.	How	much	longer	will	he	be	away?”
“Ten	days,	maybe	more.”
Ten	days!	Meggie	looked	at	the	shelf	beside	her	bed.	There	they	were,	neatly	arranged	side	by	side:

the	Bad	Books,	as	she	secretly	called	them,	full	of	Resa’s	stories:	tales	of	glass	men	and	water-nymphs,
fire-elves,	Night-Mares,	White	Women,	and	all	the	other	strange	creatures	that	her	mother	had	described.

“All	right.	I’ll	phone	him	and	say	he	can	make	them	a	box.	But	I’ll	keep	the	key	to	it.”
Resa	 dropped	 a	 kiss	 on	 her	 forehead.	 Then	 she	 carefully	 passed	 her	 hand	 over	 the	 notebook	 in

Meggie’s	 lap.	 “Does	 anyone	 in	 the	 world	 bind	 books	 more	 beautifully	 than	 your	 father?”	 her	 fingers
asked.

Meggie	shook	her	head	with	a	smile.	“No,”	she	whispered.	“No	one,	in	this	world	or	any	other.”
When	 Resa	 went	 downstairs	 again	 to	 help	 Darius	 and	 Elinor	 with	 supper,	 Meggie	 stayed	 by	 the

window	to	watch	Elinor’s	garden	filling	with	shadows.	When	a	squirrel	scurried	over	the	lawn,	its	bushy
tail	stretched	out	behind	it,	she	was	reminded	of	Dustfinger’s	tame	marten,	Gwin.	How	strange	that	she
now	understood	the	yearning	she	had	so	often	seen	on	his	master’s	scarred	face.

Yes,	Mo	was	probably	right.	She	thought	about	Dustfinger’s	world	too	much,	far	too	much.	She	had
even	read	some	of	Resa’s	stories	aloud	a	few	times,	although	didn’t	she	know	how	dangerous	her	voice
could	 be	when	 it	 spoke	 the	words	 on	 the	 page?	Hadn’t	 she	 -	 to	 be	 perfectly	 honest,	more	 honest	 than
people	usually	are	-	hadn’t	she	cherished	a	secret	hope	that	the	words	would	take	her	to	that	world?	What
would	Mo	have	done	if	he’d	known	about	these	experiments?	Would	he	have	buried	the	notebooks	in	the
garden	or	thrown	them	into	the	lake,	as	he	sometimes	threatened	to	do	with	the	stray	cats	that	stole	into	his
workshop?

Yes,	I’ll	lock	them	away,	thought	Meggie,	as	the	first	stars	appeared	outside.	As	soon	as	Mo	has	made
them	a	new	box.	The	box	with	her	favorite	books	in	it	was	crammed	full	now.	It	was	red,	red	as	poppies;
Mo	had	only	recently	repainted	it.	The	box	for	the	notebooks	must	be	a	different	color,	perhaps	green	like
the	Way	 less	 Wood	 that	 Resa	 had	 described	 so	 often.	 Yes,	 green.	 And	 didn’t	 the	 guards	 outside	 the
Laughing	Prince’s	castle	wear	green	cloaks,	too?

A	moth	fluttered	against	the	window,	reminding	Meggie	of	the	blue-skinned	fairies	and	the	best	of	all
the	stories	that	Resa	had	told	her	about	them:	how	they	healed	Dustfinger’s	face	after	Basta	had	slashed	it,
in	 gratitude	 to	 him	 for	 the	many	 times	 he	 had	 freed	 their	 sisters	 from	 the	wire	 cages	where	 peddlers
imprisoned	 them	 to	 be	 sold	 at	market	 as	 good-luck	 charms.	And	deep	 in	 the	Wayless	Wood	he	…	no,
that’s	enough!

Meggie	leaned	her	forehead	against	the	cool	pane.
Quite	enough.
I’ll	take	them	all	to	Mo’s	workshop,	she	thought.	At	once.	And	when	he’s	back	I’ll	ask	him	to	bind	me

a	new	notebook	for	stories	about	this	world	of	ours.	She	had	already	begun	writing	some:	about	Elinor’s
garden	and	her	library,	about	the	castle	down	by	the	lake.	Robbers	had	once	lived	there;	Elinor	had	told
her	 about	 them	 in	 her	 own	 typical	 storytelling	 style,	with	 so	many	grisly	 details	 that	Darius,	 listening,
forgot	to	go	on	sorting	books,	and	his	eyes	widened	in	horror	behind	his	thick	glasses.

“Meggie,	suppertime!”
Elinor’s	 call	 echoed	 right	 to	 the	 top	of	 the	 stairs.	 She	 had	 a	 very	 powerful	 voice.	Louder	 than	 the

Titanic’s	foghorn,	Mo	always	said.
Meggie	slipped	off	the	windowsill.



“Coming!”	she	called	down	the	corridor.	Then	she	went	back	into	her	room,	took	the	notebooks	off	the
shelf	 one	 by	 one	 until	 her	 arms	 could	 hardly	 hold	 the	 stack,	 and	 carried	 the	 precarious	 pile	 down	 the
corridor	and	into	the	room	that	Mo	used	as	an	office.	It	had	once	been	Meggie’s	bedroom;	she	had	slept
there	 when	 she	 first	 came	 to	 Elinor’s	 house	 with	Mo	 and	 Dustfinger,	 but	 all	 you	 could	 see	 from	 its
window	was	the	gravel	forecourt,	some	spruce	trees,	a	large	chestnut,	and	Elinor’s	gray	station	wagon,
which	stood	outdoors	in	all	weather,	because	it	was	Elinor’s	opinion	that	cars	living	in	luxury	in	a	garage
rusted	more	quickly.	But	when	they	had	decided	to	come	and	live	there,	Meggie	had	wanted	a	window
with	 a	 view	 of	 the	 garden.	 So	 Mo,	 surrounded	 by	 Elinor’s	 collection	 of	 old	 travel	 guides,	 did	 his
paperwork	in	 the	room	where	Meggie	had	slept	before	she	ever	went	 to	Capricorn’s	village,	when	she
still	had	no	mother	and	almost	never	quarreled	with	Mo…

“Meggie,	where	are	you?”	Elinor’s	voice	sounded	impatient.	Her	 joints	often	ached	 these	days,	but
she	refused	to	go	to	the	doctor.	(”What’s	the	point?”	was	her	only	comment.	“They	haven’t	invented	a	pill
to	cure	old	age,	have	they?”)

“I’ll	be	down	in	a	minute!”	called	Meggie,	carefully	lowering	the	notebooks	onto	Mo’s	desk.	Two	of
them	slipped	off	the	pile	and	almost	knocked	over	the	vase	of	autumn	flowers	that	her	mother	had	put	by
the	window.	Meggie	caught	it	just	before	the	water	spilled	over	Mo’s	invoices	and	receipts	for	gasoline.
She	was	standing	there	with	the	vase	still	 in	her	hand,	her	fingers	sticky	with	drifting	pollen,	when	she
saw	the	figure	between	the	trees	where	the	path	came	up	from	the	road.	Her	heart	began	to	thud	so	hard
that	the	vase	almost	slipped	out	of	her	fingers	again.

Well,	that	just	went	to	prove	it.	Mo	was	right.	“Meggie,	take	your	head	out	of	those	books,	or	soon	you
won’t	know	the	difference	between	reality	and	your	imagination!”	He’d	told	her	that	so	often,	and	now	it
was	happening.	She’d	been	thinking	about	Dustfinger	only	a	moment	ago,	hadn’t	she?	And	now	she	saw
someone	 standing	 out	 there	 in	 the	 night,	 just	 like	 the	 time,	 more	 than	 a	 year	 ago,	 when	 she’d	 seen
Dustfinger	waiting	outside	their	house,	motionless	as	the	figure	she	saw	there	at	this	moment…

“Meggie,	for	heaven’s	sake,	how	many	more	times	do	I	have	to	call	you?”	Elinor	was	wheezing	from
climbing	 all	 the	 stairs.	 “What	 are	 you	 doing,	 standing	 there	 rooted	 to	 the	 spot?	Didn’t	 you	 say	 -	 good
heavens,	who’s	that?”

“You	can	see	him,	too?”	Meggie	was	so	relieved	she	could	have	hugged	Elinor.
“Of	course	I	can.”
The	figure	moved.	Barefoot,	it	ran	over	the	pale	gravel.
“It’s	that	boy!”	Elinor	sounded	incredulous.	“The	one	who	helped	the	matchstick-eater	steal	the	book

from	your	father.	Well,	he’s	got	nerve,	turning	up	here.	He	looks	somewhat	worse	for	wear.	Does	he	think
I’m	going	to	let	him	in?	I	daresay	the	matchstick-eater’s	out	there,	too.”

Elinor	 came	closer	 to	 the	window,	 looking	 anxious,	 but	Meggie	was	 already	out	 the	door.	She	 ran
downstairs	and	raced	through	the	entrance	hall.	Her	mother	came	along	the	corridor	leading	to	the	kitchen.

“Resa!”	Meggie	called.	“Farid’s	here.	It’s	Farid!”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
5	FARID

He	was	stubborn	as	a	mule,	clever	as	a	monkey,	and	nimble	as	a	hare.
Louis	Pergaud,	The	War	of	the	Buttons
Resa	 took	Farid	 into	 the	kitchen	 and	 tended	his	 feet	 first.	They	 .	 looked	 terrible,	 cut	 and	bleeding.

While	Resa	cleaned	them	and	put	bandages	over	the	cuts,	Farid	began	telling	his	story,	his	tongue	heavy
with	weariness.	Meggie	did	her	best	not	to	stare	at	him	too	often.	He	was	still	rather	taller	than	she	was,
even	 though	 she’d	 grown	 a	 great	 deal	 since	 they	 last	 met…	 on	 the	 night	 when	 he	 had	 gone	 off	 with
Dustfinger.	Dustfinger	and	the	book.	She	hadn’t	forgotten	his	face,	any	more	than	she	could	forget	the	day
when	Mo	first	read	him	out	of	his	own	story	in	Tales	from	the	Thousand	and	One	Nights.	She’d	never	met
another	boy	with	such	beautiful	eyes,	almost	like	a	girl’s.	They	were	as	black	as	his	hair,	which	was	cut	a
little	shorter	than	it	had	been	in	the	old	days	and	made	him	look	more	grown-up.	Farid.	Meggie	felt	her
tongue	relishing	his	name	-	and	quickly	turned	her	eyes	away	when	he	raised	his	head	and	looked	at	her.

Elinor	 stared	 at	 him	all	 the	 time	without	 any	 embarrassment	 and	with	 as	much	hostility	 as	 she	had
shown	in	scrutinizing	Dustfinger	when	he	had	sat	at	her	kitchen	table,	feeding	his	marten	bread	and	ham.
She	hadn’t	 let	Farid	bring	 the	marten	 into	 the	house	with	him.	“And	 if	he	eats	a	 single	 songbird	 in	my
garden	he’d	better	watch	out!”	she	said	as	the	marten	scurried	away	over	the	pale	gravel.	She	had	bolted
the	door	after	him,	as	if	Gwin	could	open	locked	doors	as	easily	as	his	master.

Farid	played	with	a	book	of	matches	as	he	told	his	tale.
“Look	at	that!”	Elinor	whispered	to	Meggie.	“Just	like	the	matchstick-eater.	Don’t	you	think	he	looks	a

lot	like	him?”
But	Meggie	did	not	reply.	She	didn’t	want	to	miss	a	word	of	the	story	Farid	had	to	tell.	She	wanted	to

hear	everything	about	Dustfinger’s	return,	about	the	man	with	the	hellhound	who	read	aloud	so	well,	about
the	 snarling	 creature	 that	 could	 have	 been	 one	 of	 the	 big	 cats	 from	 the	Wayless	Wood	 -	 and	 about	 the
words	that	Basta	had	shouted	after	Farid:	“You	can	run,	but	I’ll	get	you	yet,	do	you	hear?	You,	the	fire-
eater,	Silvertongue	and	his	hoity-toity	daughter	-	and	the	old	man	who	wrote	those	accursed	words!	I’ll
kill	you	all!	One	by	one!”

While	Farid	told	his	story,	Resa’s	eyes	kept	straying	to	the	grubby	piece	of	paper	he	had	put	down	on
the	kitchen	table.	She	looked	at	it	as	if	she	were	afraid	of	it,	as	if	the	words	on	that	paper	could	draw	her
back	again.	Back	 to	 the	 Inkworld.	When	Farid	 repeated	 the	 threat	Basta	had	 shouted,	 she	put	her	 arms
around	Meggie	and	held	her	close.	But	Darius,	who	had	been	sitting	next	to	Elinor	in	silence	all	this	time,
buried	his	face	in	his	hands.

Farid	didn’t	waste	much	time	describing	how	he	had	gotten	to	Elinor’s	house	on	his	bare,	bloody	feet.
In	answer	to	Meggie’s	questions,	he	just	muttered	something	about	getting	a	 lift	 from	a	truck	driver.	He
ended	his	account	abruptly,	as	 if	he	had	suddenly	run	out	of	words,	and	when	he	fell	silent	 it	was	very
quiet	in	the	big	kitchen.

Farid	had	brought	an	invisible	guest	with	him.	Fear.
“Put	more	coffee	on,	Darius!”	said	Elinor	as	she	looked	gloomily	at	the	table	laid	for	supper.	No	one

was	taking	any	notice	of	it.	“This	could	be	iced	tea,	it’s	so	cold.”
Darius	set	 to	work	at	once,	busy	and	eager,	 like	a	bespectacled	squirrel,	while	Elinor	gave	Farid	a

glance	 as	 cold	 as	 if	 he	 were	 personally	 responsible	 for	 the	 bad	 news	 he	 had	 brought.	 Meggie	 still
remembered	 just	how	alarming	she	had	once	 found	 that	 look.	 “The	woman	with	pebble	eyes,”	 she	had



secretly	called	Elinor.	Sometimes	the	name	still	fitted.
“What	 a	 terrific	 story!”	 exclaimed	 Elinor	 as	 Resa	 went	 to	 give	 Darius	 a	 hand;	 Farid’s	 news	 had

obviously	made	him	so	nervous	 that	he	couldn’t	measure	out	 the	right	amount	of	ground	coffee.	He	had
just	begun	counting	the	spoonfuls	he	was	tipping	into	the	filter	for	the	third	time	when	Resa	gently	took	the
measuring	spoon	from	his	hand.

“So	Basta’s	back	with	a	brand-new	knife	and	a	mouth	 full	of	peppermint	 leaves,	 I	 suspect.	Bloody
hell!”	Elinor	was	apt	to	swear	when	she	was	anxious	or	annoyed.	“As	if	it	wasn’t	bad	enough	waking	up
every	 third	night	drenched	 in	 sweat	because	 I’ve	 seen	his	 foxy	 face	 in	my	dreams…not	 to	mention	his
knife.	But	let’s	try	to	keep	calm!	Look	at	it	like	this:	Basta	knows	where	I	live,	but	obviously	it’s	Mo	and
Meggie	he’s	after,	not	me,	so	this	house	ought	really	to	be	safe	as	-	well,	safe	as	houses,	for	you.	After	all,
he’s	not	likely	to	know	you’ve	moved	in	here,	is	he?”	She	looked	at	Resa	and	Meggie	triumphantly,	as	if
this	were	a	conclusive	argument.

But	Meggie’s	response	made	Elinor’s	face	darken	again	at	once.	“Farid	knew,”	she	pointed	out.
“So	he	did,”	growled	Elinor,	her	glance	turning	to	Farid	again.	“You	knew,	too.	How?”
Her	 voice	 was	 so	 sharp	 that	 Farid	 instinctively	 flinched.	 “An	 old	 woman	 told	 us,”	 he	 said	 in	 a

wavering	voice.	“We	went	back	to	Capricorn’s	village	after	the	fairies	Dustfinger	took	with	him	turned	to
ashes.	He	wanted	to	see	if	the	same	thing	had	happened	to	the	others.	The	whole	village	was	deserted,	not
a	soul	in	sight,	not	even	a	stray	dog.	Only	ashes,	ashes	everywhere.	So	we	went	to	the	next	village	and
tried	to	find	out	just	what	had	happened,	and…well,	that	was	when	we	heard	how	a	fat	woman	had	been
there,	saying	something	about	dead	fairies,	but	at	least,	she	said,	luckily	the	human	beings	hadn’t	died	on
her,	too,	and	they	were	living	with	her	now.	…”

Elinor	lowered	her	gaze	guiltily	and	collected	a	few	crumbs	from	her	plate	with	one	finger.	“Damn
it,”	she	muttered.	“Yes.	Perhaps	I	did	say	rather	 too	much	in	that	shop	when	I	phoned	you	from	there.	I
was	in	such	a	state	after	seeing	the	empty	village!	How	could	I	guess	those	gossips	would	tell	Dustfinger
about	me?	Dustfinger,	of	all	people!	Since	when	do	old	women	talk	to	someone	like	him?”

Or	to	someone	like	Basta,	thought	Meggie.
But	Farid	just	shrugged	his	shoulders,	rose	to	his	feet,	which	were	now	covered	with	bandages,	and

began	limping	up	and	down	Elinor’s	kitchen.	“Dustfinger	thought	you’d	all	be	here	in	any	case,”	he	said.
“We	even	passed	this	way	once	because	he	wanted	to	see	if	she	was	all	right.”

He	jerked	his	head	Resa’s	way.	Elinor	snorted	scornfully.	“Oh,	did	he,	indeed?	How	good	of	him.”
She	had	never	liked	Dustfinger,	and	the	fact	that	he	had	stolen	the	book	from	Mo	before	disappearing	had
done	 little	 to	 lessen	 her	 dislike.	Resa,	 however,	 smiled	 at	 Farid’s	words,	 though	 she	 tried	 to	 hide	 her
smile	from	Elinor.	Meggie	still	clearly	remembered	the	morning	when	Darius	had	brought	her	mother	the
strange	little	bundle	he’d	found	outside	the	front	door	-	a	candle,	a	few	pencils,	and	a	box	of	matches,	all
tied	up	with	stems	of	blue	speedwell.	Meggie	had	known	at	once	who	the	bundle	came	from.	And	so	did
Resa.

“Well,”	said	Elinor,	drumming	on	her	plate	with	the	handle	of	her	knife,	“I’m	delighted	to	hear	that	the
matchstick-eater’s	back	where	he	belongs.	The	very	idea	of	him	slinking	around	my	house	by	night!	It’s
just	a	pity	he	didn’t	take	Basta,	too.”

Basta!	When	Elinor	said	his	name	Resa	suddenly	rose	from	her	chair,	went	out	into	the	corridor,	and
came	back	with	 the	 telephone.	She	held	 it	out	 to	Meggie	with	a	 look	of	entreaty	 in	her	eyes	and	began
gesticulating	 so	 excitedly	with	 her	 other	 hand	 that	 even	Meggie	 had	 difficulty	 in	 reading	 the	 signs	 she
traced	in	the	air.	But	finally	she	understood.

Resa	wanted	her	to	call	Mo.	Of	course.
It	seemed	forever	before	he	came	to	the	phone.	He’d	probably	been	working.	When	Mo	was	away	he

always	worked	late	into	the	night,	so	that	he	could	get	home	sooner.
“Meggie?”	He	 sounded	 surprised.	Perhaps	he	 thought	 she	was	calling	because	of	 their	quarrel,	 but



who’d	be	interested	in	that	stupid	argument	now?
It	 was	 some	 time	 before	 he	 could	 make	 anything	 of	 the	 words	 she	 was	 hastily	 stammering	 out.

“Slowly,	Meggie!”	he	kept	saying.	“Take	it	slowly.”	But	that	was	easier	said	than	done	when	your	heart
was	in	your	mouth,	and	Basta	might	be	waiting	at	Elinor’s	garden	gate	this	very	minute…	Meggie	didn’t
even	dare	to	think	this	idea	through	to	its	logical	conclusion.

Mo,	on	 the	other	hand,	 remained	strangely	calm	-	almost	as	 if	he	had	expected	 the	past	 to	catch	up
with	 them	 again.	 “Stories	 never	 really	 end,	Meggie,”	 he	 had	 once	 told	 her,	 “even	 if	 the	 books	 like	 to
pretend	they	do.	Stories	always	go	on.	They	don’t	end	on	the	last	page,	any	more	than	they	begin	on	the
first	page.”

“Has	Elinor	switched	on	the	burglar	alarm?”	he	asked	now.
“Yes.”
“Has	she	told	the	police?”
“No.	She	says	they	wouldn’t	believe	her	anyway.”
“She	ought	 to	call	 them,	all	 the	same.	And	give	 them	a	description	of	Basta.	You	can	describe	him

between	you,	right?”
What	a	question!	Meggie	had	tried	to	forget	Basta’s	face,	but	it	would	live	on	in	her	memory	for	the

rest	of	her	life,	as	clear	as	a	photograph.
“Listen,	Meggie.”	Perhaps	Mo	wasn’t	quite	as	calm	as	he	pretended.	His	voice	didn’t	sound	the	same

as	usual.	“I’ll	drive	back	tonight.	Tell	Elinor	and	your	mother.	I’ll	be	with	you	by	tomorrow	morning	at
the	latest.	Bolt	everything	and	keep	the	windows	closed,	understand?”

Meggie	nodded,	forgetting	that	Mo	couldn’t	see	her	over	the	phone.
“Meggie?”
“Yes,	 I	 understand.”	She	 tried	 to	 sound	 calm	 and	 brave,	 even	 if	 she	 didn’t	 feel	 that	way.	 She	was

scared,	badly	scared.
“See	you	tomorrow,	Meggie!”
She	could	tell	from	his	voice	that	he	was	going	to	set	out	right	away.	And	suddenly,	seeing	the	moonlit

road	in	her	mind’s	eye,	the	long	road	back,	a	new	and	terrible	thought	came	into	her	mind…
“What	about	you?”	she	exclaimed.	“Mo!	Suppose	Basta’s	lying	in	wait	for	you	somewhere?”	But	her

father	had	already	hung	up.
Elinor	decided	to	put	Farid	where	Dustfinger	had	once	slept:	in	the	attic	room,	where	crates	of	books

were	 stacked	 high	 around	 the	 narrow	 bedstead.	Anyone	who	 slept	 there	would	 surely	 dream	 of	 being
struck	dead	by	printed	paper.	Meggie	was	 told	 to	show	Farid	 the	way,	and	when	she	wished	him	good
night	he	just	nodded	abstractedly.	He	looked	very	lost	sitting	on	the	narrow	bed	-	almost	as	lost	as	on	the
day	when	Mo	had	read	him	 into	Capricorn’s	church,	a	 thin,	nameless	boy	with	a	 turban	over	his	black
hair.

That	night,	before	she	went	to	sleep,	Elinor	checked	the	burglar	alarm	several	times	to	make	sure	it
really	was	switched	on.	As	for	Darius,	he	went	to	find	the	rifle	that	Elinor	sometimes	fired	into	the	air	if
she	 saw	 a	 cat	 prowling	 under	 one	 of	 the	 birds’	 nests	 in	 her	 garden.	Wearing	 the	 orange	 bathrobe	 that
Elinor	had	given	him	last	Christmas	-	it	was	much	too	big	for	him	-	he	settled	down	in	the	armchair	in	the
entrance	hall,	the	rifle	on	his	lap,	staring	at	the	front	door	with	a	determined	expression.	But	when	Elinor
came	to	check	the	alarm	for	the	second	time	he	was	already	fast	asleep.

It	was	a	long	time	before	Meggie	could	sleep.	She	looked	at	the	shelves	where	her	notebooks	used	to
stand,	stroked	the	empty	wood,	and	finally	kneeled	down	by	the	red-painted	box	that	Mo	had	made	long
ago	for	her	 favorite	books.	She	hadn’t	opened	 it	 for	months.	There	wasn’t	 room	in	 it	 for	a	single	extra
book,	and	by	now	it	was	too	heavy	for	her	to	take	it	when	she	went	away.	So	Elinor	had	given	her	the
bookcase	to	hold	more	of	the	books	she	loved.	It	stood	beside	Meggie’s	bed,	and	it	had	glass	doors,	and
carvings	that	 twined	over	the	dark	wood,	making	it	 look	as	if	 it	hadn’t	forgotten	that	 it	was	once	alive.



And	the	shelves	behind	the	glass	doors	were	well	filled,	for	by	now	Resa	and	Elinor,	as	well	as	Mo,	gave
Meggie	 books,	 and	 even	Darius	 brought	 her	 a	 new	 one	 now	 and	 then.	 But	 her	 old	 friends,	 the	 books
Meggie	had	already	owned	before	 they	had	moved	 in	with	Elinor,	 still	 lived	 in	 the	box,	and	when	she
opened	 the	 heavy	 lid	 it	 was	 almost	 as	 if	 half-forgotten	 voices	 met	 her	 ears	 and	 familiar	 faces	 were
looking	at	her.	How	well	worn	they	all	were….	“Isn’t	it	odd	how	much	fatter	a	book	gets	when	you’ve
read	it	several	times?”	Mo	had	said	when,	on	Meggie’s	last	birthday,	they	were	looking	at	all	her	dear	old
books	 again.	 “As	 if	 something	were	 left	 between	 the	 pages	 every	 time	 you	 read	 it.	 Feelings,	 thoughts,
sounds,	smells…and	then,	when	you	look	at	the	book	again	many	years	later,	you	find	yourself	there,	too,
a	slightly	younger	self,	slightly	different,	as	 if	 the	book	had	preserved	you	like	a	pressed	flower…both
strange	and	familiar.”

Slightly	younger,	yes.	Meggie	picked	up	one	of	the	books	lying	on	top	and	leafed	through	it.	She	had
read	it	at	least	a	dozen	times.	Ah,	here	was	the	scene	she	had	liked	best	when	she	was	eight,	and	there
was	the	one	she	had	marked	with	a	red	pencil	when	she	was	ten	because	she	thought	it	was	so	beautiful.
She	ran	her	finger	down	the	wobbly	line.	There’d	been	no	Resa	in	her	life	then,	no	Elinor,	no	Darius,	only
Mo	…	no	longing	to	see	blue	fairies,	no	memories	of	a	scarred	face,	a	marten	with	little	horns,	and	a	boy
who	always	went	barefoot,	no	memory	of	Basta	and	his	knife.	A	different	Meggie	had	read	that	book,	very
different…and	there	she	would	stay	between	its	pages,	preserved	as	a	memento.

With	a	sigh,	Meggie	closed	the	book	again	and	put	it	back	with	the	others.	She	could	hear	her	mother
pacing	up	and	down	next	door.	Did	she,	 like	Meggie,	keep	thinking	of	 the	threat	 that	Basta	had	shouted
after	Farid?	I	ought	to	go	to	her,	thought	Meggie.	Perhaps	our	fear	won’t	be	so	bad	if	we’re	together.	But
just	as	she	was	getting	up	Resa’s	footsteps	died	away,	and	 it	was	quiet	 in	 the	room	next	door,	quiet	as
sleep.	Maybe	 sleep	wasn’t	 a	 bad	 idea.	Mo	certainly	wouldn’t	 arrive	 any	 sooner	 just	 because	 she	was
awake	and	waiting	for	him…Oh,	if	only	she	could	at	least	have	called	him,	but	he	was	always	forgetting
to	switch	his	cell	phone	on.

Meggie	closed	the	lid	of	her	book	box	softly,	as	if	the	sound	might	wake	Resa	again,	and	blew	out	the
candles	that	she	lit	every	evening	although	Elinor	was	always	telling	her	not	to.	As	she	was	taking	her	T-
shirt	off	over	her	head,	she	heard	a	knock	at	her	door,	a	very	quiet	knock.	She	opened	the	door,	expecting
to	see	her	mother	outside	because	she	couldn’t	sleep	after	all,	but	it	was	Farid.	He	went	scarlet	in	the	face
when	he	saw	that	she	was	wearing	only	her	underclothes.	He	stammered	an	apology	and	before	Meggie
could	say	anything	limped	away	again	on	his	lavishly	bandaged	feet.	She	almost	forgot	to	put	the	T-shirt
back	on	before	going	after	him.

“What’s	the	matter?”	she	whispered	anxiously	as	she	beckoned	him	back	into	her	room.	“Did	you	hear
anything	downstairs?”

But	Farid	shook	his	head.	He	was	holding	the	piece	of	paper	in	his	hand:	Dustfinger’s	return	ticket,	as
Elinor	had	 tartly	described	 it.	Hesitantly,	he	followed	Meggie	 into	her	 room,	and	 looked	around	 it	 like
someone	 who	 doesn’t	 feel	 comfortable	 in	 enclosed	 spaces.	 Ever	 since	 he	 had	 disappeared	 with
Dustfinger,	leaving	no	trace	behind,	he	had	probably	spent	most	of	his	days	and	nights	in	the	open	air.

“I’m	sorry,”	Farid	stammered,	staring	at	his	toes.	Two	of	Resa’s	bandages	were	already	peeling	off.
“I	know	it’s	late,	but	-”	And	for	the	first	time	he	looked	Meggie	in	the	eye,	turning	red	again	as	he	did	so.
“But	Orpheus	says	he	didn’t	read	it	all,”	he	went	on,	his	voice	hesitating.	“He	just	left	out	the	words	that
would	have	taken	me	into	the	book,	too.	He	did	it	on	purpose,	but	I	have	to	warn	Dustfinger,	so	…”

“So,	what?”	Meggie	 pushed	 the	 chair	 from	 her	 desk	 over	 to	 him	 and	 sat	 down	 on	 the	windowsill
herself.	Farid	sat	down	as	hesitantly	as	he	had	entered	her	room.

“You	must	get	me	there,	too.	Please!”	He	held	the	dirty	piece	of	paper	out	to	her	again,	with	such	a
pleading	expression	 in	his	black	eyes	 that	Meggie	didn’t	know	where	 to	 look.	How	 long	and	 thick	his
eyelashes	were!	Hers	were	nowhere	near	as	beautiful.

“Please!	 I	 know	you	 can	 do	 it!”	 he	 stammered.	 “I	 remember	 that	 night	 in	Capricorn’s	 village	…	 I



remember	all	about	it,	and	you	had	only	a	single	sheet	of	paper	then!”
That	 night	 in	Capricorn’s	 village.	Meggie’s	 heart	 always	 began	 to	 thud	when	 she	 thought	 of	 it:	 the

night	when	she	had	read	the	Shadow	into	appearing,	and	then	hadn’t	been	able	to	make	him	kill	Capricorn
until	Mo	did	it	for	her.

“Orpheus	wrote	the	words,	he	said	so	himself!	He	just	didn’t	read	them	aloud	-	but	they’re	here	on
this	 paper!	Of	 course	my	 actual	 name	 isn’t	 there	 or	 it	wouldn’t	work.”	 Farid	was	 speaking	 faster	 and
faster.	“Orpheus	says	that’s	the	secret	of	it:	If	you	want	to	change	the	story	you	must	only	use	words	that
are	already	in	the	book,	if	possible.”

“He	said	that?”	Meggie’s	heart	missed	a	beat,	as	if	it	had	stumbled	over	Farid’s	information.	You	must
only	use	words	 that	 are	already	 in	 the	book,	 if	possible…Was	 that	why	she’d	never	been	able	 to	 read
anything	out	of	Resa’s	stories	-	because	she’d	used	words	that	weren’t	in	Inkheart?	Or	was	it	just	because
she	didn’t	know	enough	about	writing?

“Yes.	Orpheus	thinks	he’s	so	clever	because	of	the	way	he	can	read	aloud.”	Farid	spat	out	the	man’s
name	like	a	plum	pit.	“But	if	you	ask	me,	he’s	not	half	as	good	at	it	as	you	or	your	father.”

Maybe	 not,	 thought	Meggie,	 but	 he	 read	 Dustfinger	 back.	 And	 he	 wrote	 the	 words	 for	 it	 himself.
Neither	Mo	 nor	 I	 could	 have	 done	 that.	 She	 took	 from	Farid	 the	 piece	 of	 paper	with	 the	 passage	 that
Orpheus	had	written.	The	handwriting	was	difficult	to	decipher,	but	it	was	beautiful	-	very	individual	and
curiously	ornate.

“When	exactly	did	Dustfinger	disappear?”
Farid	shrugged.	“I	don’t	know,”	he	muttered,	abashed.	Of	course	-	she	had	forgotten	that	he	couldn’t

read.
Meggie	traced	the	first	sentence	with	her	finger.	Dustfinger	returned	on	a	day	fragrant	with	the	scent	of

berries	and	mushrooms.
Thoughtfully,	she	lowered	the	piece	of	paper.	“It’s	no	good,”	she	said.	“We	don’t	even	have	the	book.

How	can	it	work	without	the	book?”
“But	Orpheus	didn’t	use	the	book,	either!	Dustfinger	took	it	away	from	him	before	he	read	the	words

on	 that	 paper!”	Farid	pushed	his	 chair	 back	 and	 came	 to	 stand	beside	her.	Feeling	him	 so	 close	made
Meggie	uneasy;	she	didn’t	try	to	figure	out	why.

“But	that	can’t	be	so!”	she	murmured.
Dustfinger	had	gone,	though.
A	few	handwritten	sentences	had	opened	the	door	between	the	words	on	the	page	for	him	-	the	door

that	Mo	had	tried	to	batter	down	so	unsuccessfully.	And	it	was	not	Fenoglio,	the	author	of	the	book,	who
had	written	those	sentences,	but	a	stranger	-	a	stranger	with	a	curious	name.	Orpheus.

Meggie	knew	more	than	most	people	about	what	waited	beyond	the	words.	She	herself	had	already
opened	doors,	had	lured	living,	breathing	creatures	out	of	faded,	yellowing	pages	-	and	she	had	been	there
when	her	father	read	this	boy	out	of	an	Arabian	fairy	tale,	the	boy	of	flesh	and	blood	now	standing	beside
her.	However,	this	Orpheus	seemed	to	know	far,	far	more	than	she	did,	even	more	than	Mo	-	Farid	still
called	him	Silvertongue	-	and	suddenly	Meggie	was	afraid	of	 the	words	on	that	grubby	piece	of	paper.
She	put	it	down	on	her	desk	as	if	it	had	burned	her	fingers.

“Please!	 Do	 please	 at	 least	 try!”	 Farid’s	 voice	 sounded	 almost	 pleading.	 “Suppose	 Orpheus	 has
already	read	Basta	back	after	all?	Dustfinger	has	to	learn	that	they’re	in	league	with	each	other.	He	thinks
he’s	safe	from	Basta	in	his	own	world!”

Meggie	 was	 still	 staring	 at	 the	 words	 written	 by	 Orpheus.	 They	 sounded	 beautiful,	 enchantingly
beautiful.	 Meggie	 felt	 her	 tongue	 longing	 to	 taste	 them.	 She	 very	 nearly	 began	 reading	 them	 aloud.
Horrified,	she	clapped	her	hand	to	her	mouth.

Orpheus.
Of	 course	 she	 knew	 the	 name,	 and	 the	 story	 that	 surrounded	 it	 like	 a	 tangle	 of	 flowers	 and	 thorns.



Elinor	had	given	her	a	book	with	a	beautiful	poem	about	him	in	it.
Orpheus	with	his	lute	made	trees	And	the	mountaintops	that	freeze,
Bow	themselves	when	he	did	sing:	To	his	music	plants	and	flowers	Ever	sprung;	as	sun	and	showers

There	had	made	a	lasting	spring.
Everything	that	heard	him	play,	Even	the	billows	of	the	sea,
Hung	 their	 heads,	 and	 then	 lay	 by.	 In	 sweet	music	 is	 such	 art,	Killing	 care	 and	 grief	 of	 heart	 Fall

asleep,	or	hearing	die.
She	looked	at	Farid	with	a	question	in	her	eyes.	“How	old	is	he?”
“Orpheus?”	Farid	shrugged.	“Twenty,	 twenty-five,	how	should	I	know?	Difficult	 to	say.	His	 face	 is

like	a	child’s.”
So	young.	But	the	words	on	the	paper	didn’t	sound	like	a	young	man’s	words.	They	sounded	as	if	they

knew	a	great	many	things.
“Please!”	Farid	was	still	looking	at	her.	“You	will	try,	won’t	you?”
Meggie	looked	out	of	the	window.	She	couldn’t	help	thinking	of	the	empty	fairies’	nests,	the	glass	men

who	had	vanished,	and	something	Dustfinger	had	said	to	her	long	ago:	Sometimes,	when	you	went	to	the
well	 to	wash	early	 in	 the	morning,	 those	 tiny	fairies	would	be	whirring	above	 the	water,	hardly	bigger
than	 the	 dragonflies	 you	 have	 here,	 and	 blue	 as	 violets…they	weren’t	 very	 friendly,	 but	 by	 night	 they
shone	like	glowworms.

“All	right,”	she	said,	and	it	was	almost	as	if	someone	else	were	answering	Farid.	“All	right,	I’ll	try.
But	your	feet	must	get	better	first.	The	world	my	mother	talks	about	isn’t	a	place	where	you’d	want	to	be
lame.”

“Nonsense,	my	feet	are	fine!”	Farid	walked	up	and	down	on	the	soft	carpet	as	if	to	prove	it.	“You	can
try	right	away	as	far	as	I’m	concerned!”

But	Meggie	shook	her	head.	“No,”	she	said	 firmly.	“I	must	 learn	 to	 read	 it	 fluently	 first.	That’s	not
going	to	be	easy,	given	his	handwriting	-	and	it’s	smeared	in	several	places,	so	I’ll	probably	copy	it	out.
This	man	Orpheus	wasn’t	lying.	He	did	write	something	about	you,	but	I’m	not	quite	sure	that	it	will	do.
And	if	I	try	it,”	she	went	on,	trying	to	sound	very	casual,	“if	I	try	it,	then	I	want	to	come	with	you.”

“What?”
“Yes,	why	not?”	Meggie	couldn’t	keep	her	voice	from	showing	how	hurt	she	felt	by	his	horrified	look.
Farid	did	not	reply.
Didn’t	 he	 understand	 that	 she	 wanted	 to	 see	 it	 for	 herself?	 She	 wanted	 to	 see	 everything	 that

Dustfinger	and	her	mother	had	told	her	about,	Dustfinger	in	a	voice	soft	with	longing:	the	fairies	swarming
above	the	grass,	trees	so	high	that	you	thought	they	would	catch	the	clouds	in	their	branches,	the	Wayless
Wood,	 the	 strolling	 players,	 the	Laughing	Prince’s	 castle,	 the	 silver	 towers	 of	 the	Castle	 of	Night,	 the
Ombra	market,	the	fire	that	danced	for	him,	the	whispering	pool	where	the	water-nymphs’	faces	looked	up
at	you.	…

No,	 Farid	 didn’t	 understand.	 He	 had	 probably	 never	 felt	 that	 yearning	 for	 a	 completely	 different
world,	any	more	than	he	felt	the	homesickness	that	had	broken	Dustfinger’s	heart.	Farid	wanted	just	one
thing:	He	wanted	 to	 find	Dustfinger,	warn	 him	 of	Basta’s	 knife,	 and	 be	 back	with	 him	 again.	He	was
Dustfinger’s	shadow.	That	was	the	part	he	wanted	to	play,	never	mind	what	story	they	were	in.

“Forget	it!	You	can’t	come,	too.”	Without	looking	at	Meggie	he	limped	back	to	the	chair	she	had	given
him,	sat	down,	and	pulled	off	the	bandages	that	Resa	had	so	carefully	put	on	his	toes.	“People	can’t	read
themselves	into	a	book.	Even	Orpheus	can’t!	He	told	Dustfinger	so	himself:	He’s	tried	it	several	times,	he
said,	and	it	just	won’t	work.”

“Oh	no?”	Meggie	tried	to	sound	more	sure	of	herself	than	she	felt.	“You	said	yourself	that	I	read	better
than	he	does.	So	perhaps	 I	 can	make	 it	work!”	Even	 if	 I	 can’t	write	 as	well	 as	he	does,	 she	 added	 to
herself.



Farid	 cast	 her	 an	 uneasy	 glance	 as	 he	 put	 the	 bandages	 in	 his	 trouser	 pocket.	 “But	 it’s	 dangerous
there,”	 he	 said.	 “Particularly	 for	 a	 g	 -”	 He	 didn’t	 finish	 the	 word.	 Instead	 he	 began	 inspecting	 his
bloodstained	toes	intently.

Idiot.	Meggie’s	anger	tasted	bitter	on	her	tongue.	Who	did	he	think	she	was?	She	probably	knew	more
about	the	world	she’d	be	reading	him	into	than	he	did.	“I	know	it’s	dangerous,”	she	said,	piqued.	“Either	I
go	with	you	or	I	don’t	read	aloud	from	this	sheet	of	paper.	You	must	make	up	your	mind.	And	now	you’d
better	leave	me	alone.	I	have	to	think.”

Farid	cast	a	final	glance	at	the	piece	of	paper	with	Orpheus’s	words	on	it	before	he	went	to	the	door.
“When	will	you	try?”	he	asked	before	he	went	back	out	into	the	corridor.	“Tomorrow?”

“Perhaps,”	was	all	Meggie	would	say.
Then	she	closed	the	door	behind	him	and	was	alone	with	the	words	that	Orpheus	had	written.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
6	The	Inn	of	the	Strolling	Players

“Thank	you,”	said	Lucy,	opening	the	box	and	taking	out	a	match.	“WATCH,	EVERYONE!”	she	cried,
her	voice	echoing	round	the	White	Flats.	“WATCH!	THIS	IS	GOODBYE	TO	BAD	MEMORIES!”

Philip	Ridley,	Dakota	of	the	White	Flats
It	took	Dustfinger	two	whole	days	to	get	through	the	Wayless	Wood.	He	met	very	few	people	on	the

way:	 a	 few	 charcoal-burners	 blackened	 with	 soot,	 a	 ragged	 poacher	 with	 two	 rabbits	 slung	 over	 his
shoulder	and	hunger	written	 large	on	his	 face,	and	a	group	of	 the	prince’s	game	wardens,	armed	 to	 the
teeth,	probably	on	the	trail	of	some	poor	devil	who	had	shot	a	deer	to	feed	his	children.	None	of	them	saw
Dustfinger.	He	knew	how	to	pass	unseen,	and	only	on	the	second	night,	when	he	heard	a	pack	of	wolves
howling	in	the	nearby	hills,	did	he	dare	to	summon	fire.	Fire.	So	different	in	this	world	and	the	other	one.
How	 good	 it	would	 be	 to	 hear	 its	 crackling	 voice	 again	 at	 last,	 and	 to	 be	 able	 to	 answer.	Dustfinger
collected	some	of	the	dry	wood	lying	around	among	the	trees,	with	wax-flowers	and	thyme	rambling	over
it.	He	carefully	unwrapped	the	fire-elves’	stolen	honey	from	the	leaves	that	kept	it	moist	and	supple	and
put	a	tiny	morsel	in	his	mouth.	How	scared	he	had	been	the	first	time	he	tasted	the	honey!	Scared	that	his
precious	 booty	would	 burn	 his	 tongue	 forever	 and	 he	would	 lose	 his	 voice.	 But	 that	 fear	 had	 proved
groundless.	The	honey	did	burn	your	mouth	like	red-hot	coals,	but	the	pain	passed	away	-	and	if	you	bore
it	long	enough,	then	afterward	you	could	speak	to	fire,	even	with	a	mere	human	tongue.	The	effect	of	a	tiny
piece	 lasted	for	five	or	six	months,	sometimes	almost	a	year.	Just	a	soft	whisper	 in	 the	 language	of	 the
flames,	a	snap	of	your	fingers,	and	sparks	would	leap	crackling	from	dry	wood,	damp	wood,	even	stone.

At	first	the	fire	licked	up	from	the	twigs	more	reluctantly	than	it	had	in	the	old	days	-	as	if	it	couldn’t
really	believe	he	was	back.	But	then	it	began	to	whisper	and	welcomed	him	more	and	more	exuberantly,
until	he	had	to	rein	in	those	wildly	leaping	flames,	imitating	the	sound	of	their	crackling	until	the	fire	sank
lower,	like	a	wildcat	that	will	crouch	down	and	purr	if	you	stroke	its	fur	carefully	enough.

While	 the	 fire	 devoured	 the	 wood	 and	 its	 light	 kept	 the	 wolves	 away,	 Dustfinger	 found	 himself
thinking	of	the	boy	again.	He	couldn’t	count	the	many	nights	when	he’d	had	to	tell	Farid	how	fire	spoke,
for	the	boy	knew	only	mute	and	sullen	flames.	“Heavens	above,”	he	muttered	to	himself	as	he	warmed	his
fingers	over	the	glowing	embers,	“you’re	still	missing	him!”	He	was	glad	that	the	marten	at	least	was	still
with	the	boy,	to	keep	him	company	as	he	faced	the	ghosts	he	saw	everywhere.

Yes,	Dustfinger	did	miss	Farid.	But	there	were	others	whom	he	had	been	missing	for	ten	long	years,
missing	them	so	much	that	his	heart	was	still	sore	with	 longing.	It	was	with	 those	people	crowding	his
mind	that	he	strode	out,	more	impatiently	with	every	passing	hour,	as	he	approached	the	outskirts	of	the
forest	and	what	lay	beyond	it	-	the	world	of	humans.	It	was	not	just	his	longing	for	fairies,	little	glass	men,
and	water-nymphs	that	had	tormented	him	in	the	other	world,	nor	his	desire	to	be	back	in	the	silence	under
the	 trees.	There	weren’t	many	human	beings	he	had	missed,	 but	 he	had	missed	 those	 few	all	 the	more
fiercely.

He	had	tried	so	hard	to	forget	them	since	the	day	he	came,	half-starved,	to	Silvertongue’s	door,	and
Silvertongue	had	explained	that	there	could	be	no	way	back	for	him.	It	was	then	he	had	realized	that	he
must	choose.	Forget	them,	Dustfinger	-	how	often	he	had	told	himself	that!	-forget	them,	or	the	loss	of	them
all	will	drive	you	mad.	But	his	heart	simply	did	not	obey.	Memories,	so	sweet	and	so	bitter…they	had
both	nourished	and	devoured	him	for	so	many	years.	Until	a	time	came	when	they	began	to	fade,	turning
faint	and	blurred,	only	an	ache	to	be	quickly	pushed	away	because	it	went	to	your	heart.	For	what	was	the



use	of	remembering	all	you	had	lost?
Better	not	remember	now,	either,	Dustfinger	told	himself	as	the	trees	around	him	became	younger	and

the	canopy	of	leaves	above	grew	lighter.	Ten	years	-	it’s	a	long	time,	and	many	may	be	lost	and	gone	by
now.

Charcoal-burners’	huts	appeared	among	the	trees	more	and	more	often	now,	but	Dustfinger	did	not	let
the	soot-blackened	men	see	him.	Outside	 the	 forest,	people	spoke	of	 them	slightingly,	 for	 the	charcoal-
burners	lived	deeper	in	the	forest	than	most	dared	to	go.	Craftsmen,	peasants,	traders,	princes:	They	all
needed	 charcoal,	 but	 they	 didn’t	 like	 to	 see	 the	 men	 who	 burned	 it	 for	 them	 in	 their	 own	 towns	 and
villages.	 Dustfinger	 liked	 the	 charcoal-burners,	 who	 knew	 almost	 as	much	 about	 the	 forest	 as	 he	 did,
although	 they	made	enemies	of	 the	 trees	daily.	He	had	sat	by	 their	 fires	often	enough,	 listening	 to	 their
stories,	but	after	all	these	years	there	were	other	stories	he	wanted	to	hear,	tales	of	what	had	been	going
on	outside	the	forest,	and	there	was	only	one	place	to	hear	those:	in	one	of	the	inns	that	stood	along	the
road.

Dustfinger	had	one	particular	inn	in	mind.	It	lay	on	the	northern	outskirts	of	the	forest,	where	the	road
appeared	among	the	trees	and	began	to	wind	uphill,	past	a	few	isolated	farms,	until	it	reached	the	city	gate
of	Ombra,	the	capital	city	of	Lombrica,	the	Laughing	Prince’s	realm.

The	 inns	on	 the	 road	outside	Ombra	had	always	been	places	where	 the	 strolling	players	called	 the
Motley	 Folk	 met.	 They	 offered	 their	 skills	 there	 to	 rich	 merchants,	 tradesmen,	 and	 craftsmen,	 for
weddings	and	 funerals,	 for	 festivities	 to	 celebrate	 a	 traveler’s	 safe	 return	or	 the	birth	of	 a	 child.	They
would	provide	music,	earthy	jokes,	and	conjuring	tricks	for	just	a	few	coins,	taking	the	audience’s	minds
off	their	troubles	large	and	small.	And	if	Dustfinger	wanted	to	find	out	what	had	been	happening	in	all	the
years	he	was	away,	then	the	Motley	Folk	were	the	people	to	ask.	The	players	were	the	newspapers	of	this
world.	No	one	knew	what	went	on	in	it	better	than	these	travelers	who	were	never	at	home	anywhere.

Who	knows?	thought	Dustfinger	as	he	walked	down	the	road,	with	the	autumn	sun,	by	now	low	in	the
sky,	on	his	face.	If	I’m	lucky	I	may	even	meet	old	acquaintances.

The	road	was	muddy	and	full	of	puddles.	Cartwheels	had	made	deep	ruts	in	it,	and	the	hoofprints	left
by	oxen	and	horses	were	full	of	rainwater.	At	this	time	of	year	it	sometimes	rained	for	days	on	end,	as	it
had	yesterday,	when	he	had	been	glad	 to	be	under	 the	 trees	where	 the	 leaves	 caught	 the	 rain	before	 it
drenched	him	to	the	skin.	The	night	had	been	cold,	all	the	same,	and	his	clothes	were	clammy	even	though
he	had	slept	beside	his	fire.	He	was	glad	that	the	sky	was	clear	today,	apart	from	a	few	shreds	of	cloud
drifting	over	the	hills.

Luckily,	he	had	found	a	few	coins	in	his	old	clothes.	He	hoped	they	would	be	enough	for	a	bowl	of
soup.	Dustfinger	 had	 brought	 nothing	with	 him	 from	 the	 other	world.	What	would	 he	 do	 here	with	 the
printed	paper	they	used	for	money	in	that	world?	Only	gold,	silver,	and	ringing	copper	counted	in	this	one,
with	the	local	prince’s	head	on	the	coins	if	possible.	As	soon	as	his	money	was	gone	he’d	have	to	look	for
a	marketplace	where	he	could	perform,	in	Ombra	or	elsewhere.

The	 inn	 that	was	his	destination	hadn’t	 changed	much	 in	 the	 last	 few	years,	 either	 for	better	or	 for
worse.	It	was	as	shabby	as	ever,	with	a	few	windows	that	were	hardly	more	than	holes	in	the	gray	stone
walls.	In	the	world	where	he	had	been	living	until	 three	days	ago,	 it	was	unlikely	that	any	guests	at	all
would	have	crossed	such	a	grubby	threshold.	But	here	the	inn	was	the	last	shelter	available	before	you
entered	the	forest,	the	last	chance	of	a	hot	meal	and	a	place	to	sleep	that	wasn’t	damp	with	dew	or	rain…
and	you	got	a	few	lice	and	bugs	thrown	in	for	free,	thought	Dustfinger	as	he	pushed	open	the	door.

It	was	so	dark	in	the	room	inside	that	his	eyes	took	a	little	while	to	adjust	to	the	dim	light.	The	other
world	had	spoiled	him	with	all	its	lights,	with	the	brightness	that	made	even	night	into	day	there.	It	had
accustomed	him	to	seeing	everything	clearly,	to	thinking	of	light	as	something	you	could	switch	on	and	off,
available	whenever	you	wanted.	But	now	his	eyes	must	cope	again	with	a	world	of	twilight	and	shadows,
of	long	nights	as	black	as	charred	wood,	and	houses	from	which	the	sunlight	was	often	shut	out,	because



its	heat	was	unwelcome.
All	 the	 light	 inside	 the	 inn	 came	 from	 the	 few	 sunbeams	 falling	 through	 the	 holes	 that	 were	 the

windows.	Dust	motes	danced	in	them	like	a	swarm	of	tiny	fairies.	A	fire	was	burning	in	the	hearth	under	a
battered	 black	 cauldron.	The	 smell	 rising	 from	 it	was	 not	 particularly	 appetizing,	 even	 to	Dustfinger’s
empty	stomach,	but	that	didn’t	surprise	him.	This	inn	had	never	had	a	landlord	who	knew	the	first	thing
about	 cooking.	 A	 little	 girl	 hardly	more	 than	 ten	 years	 old	 was	 standing	 beside	 the	 cauldron,	 stirring
whatever	was	simmering	in	it	with	a	stick.	Some	thirty	guests	were	sitting	on	rough-hewn	benches	in	the
dark,	smoking,	talking	quietly,	and	drinking.

Dustfinger	strolled	over	to	an	empty	place	and	sat	down.	He	surreptitiously	looked	around	for	a	face
that	might	seem	familiar,	for	a	pair	of	the	Motley	trousers	that	only	the	players	wore.	He	immediately	saw
a	 lute-player	 by	 the	 window,	 negotiating	 with	 a	 much	 better	 dressed	 man	 than	 the	 musician	 himself,
probably	 a	 rich	merchant.	 No	 poor	 peasant	 could	 afford	 to	 hire	 an	 entertainer,	 of	 course.	 If	 a	 farmer
wanted	music	 at	his	wedding	he	must	play	 the	 fiddle	himself.	He	couldn’t	have	afforded	even	 the	 two
pipers	who	were	also	sitting	by	the	window.	At	the	table	next	to	them,	a	group	of	actors	were	arguing	in
loud	voices,	probably	about	who	got	the	best	part	in	a	new	play.	One	still	wore	the	mask	behind	which	he
hid	when	they	acted	in	the	towns’	marketplaces.	He	looked	strange	sitting	there	among	the	others,	but	then
all	the	Motley	Folk	were	strange	-	with	or	without	masks,	whether	they	sang	or	danced,	performed	broad
farces	on	a	wooden	stage	or	breathed	fire.	The	same	was	true	of	their	companions	-	traveling	physicians,
bonesetters,	stonecutters,	miracle	healers.	The	players	brought	them	customers.

Old	faces,	young	faces,	happy	and	unhappy	faces,	there	were	all	of	those	in	the	smoke-filled	room,	but
none	of	them	seemed	familiar	to	Dustfinger.	He,	too,	sensed	he	was	being	scrutinized,	but	he	was	used	to
it.	His	 scarred	 face	 attracted	glances	 everywhere,	 and	 the	 clothes	he	wore	did	 the	 rest	 -	 a	 fire-eater’s
costume,	black	as	soot,	red	as	the	flames	that	he	played	with,	but	that	others	feared.	For	a	moment	he	felt
curiously	strange	amid	all	this	once-familiar	activity,	as	if	the	other	world	still	clung	to	him	and	could	be
clearly	seen:	all	the	years,	the	endless	years	since	Silvertongue	plucked	him	out	of	his	own	story	and	stole
his	life	without	intending	to,	as	you	might	crush	a	snail-shell	in	passing.

“Hey,	who	have	we	here?”
A	hand	fell	heavily	on	his	shoulder,	and	a	man	leaned	over	him	and	stared	at	his	face.	His	hair	was

gray,	 his	 face	 round	 and	 beardless,	 and	 he	 was	 so	 unsteady	 on	 his	 feet	 that	 for	 a	 moment	 Dustfinger
thought	he	was	drunk.	“Why,	if	I	don’t	know	that	face!”	cried	the	man	incredulously,	grasping	Dustfinger’s
shoulder	hard,	as	if	 to	make	sure	it	was	really	flesh	and	blood.	“So	where’ve	you	sprung	from,	my	old
fire-eating	friend?	Straight	from	the	realm	of	the	dead?	What	happened?	Did	the	fairies	bring	you	back	to
life?	They	always	were	besotted	with	you,	those	little	blue	imps.”

A	few	men	turned	to	look	at	them,	but	there	was	so	much	noise	in	the	dark,	stuffy	room	that	not	many
people	noticed	what	was	going	on.

“Cloud-Dancer!”	Dustfinger	straightened	up	and	embraced	the	other	man.	“How	are	you?”
“Ah,	 and	 there	was	 I	 thinking	 you’d	 forgotten	me!”	Cloud-Dancer	 gave	 a	 broad	 grin,	 baring	 large,

yellow	teeth.
Oh	no,	Dustfinger	had	not	forgotten	him	-	although	he	had	tried	to,	as	he	had	tried	to	forget	the	others

he	had	missed.	Cloud-Dancer,	the	best	tightrope-walker	who	ever	strolled	around	the	rooftops.	Dustfinger
had	 recognized	 him	 at	 once,	 in	 spite	 of	 his	 now	 gray	 hair	 and	 the	 left	 leg	 that	was	 skewed	 at	 such	 a
curiously	stiff	angle.

“Come	along,	we	must	drink	to	this.	You	don’t	meet	a	dead	friend	again	every	day.”	He	impatiently
drew	Dustfinger	over	to	a	bench	under	one	of	the	windows.	A	little	sunlight	fell	through	it	from	outside.
Then	he	signaled	to	the	girl	who	was	still	stirring	the	cauldron	and	ordered	two	goblets	of	wine.	The	little
creature	stared	at	Dustfinger’s	scars	for	a	moment,	fascinated,	and	then	scurried	over	to	the	counter.	A	fat
man	stood	behind	it,	watching	his	guests	with	dull	eyes.



“You’re	 looking	good!”	 remarked	Cloud-Dancer.	 “Well	 fed,	 not	 a	gray	hair	on	your	head,	hardly	 a
hole	in	your	clothes.	You	even	still	have	all	your	teeth,	by	the	look	of	 it.	Where’ve	you	been?	Maybe	I
should	set	out	for	the	same	place	myself-	seems	like	a	man	can	live	pretty	well	there.”

“Forget	 it.	 It’s	 better	 here.”	Dustfinger	 pushed	 back	 the	 hair	 from	his	 forehead	 and	 looked	 around.
“That’s	enough	about	me.	How	have	you	been	yourself?	You	can	afford	wine,	but	your	hair	is	gray,	and
your	left	leg	…”

“Ah,	 yes,	my	 leg.”	 The	 girl	 brought	 their	wine.	As	Cloud-Dancer	 searched	 his	 purse	 for	 the	 right
money,	 she	 stared	 at	 Dustfinger	 again	 with	 such	 curiosity	 that	 he	 rubbed	 his	 fingertips	 together	 and
whispered	 a	 few	 fire-words.	 Reaching	 out	 his	 forefinger,	 he	 smiled	 at	 her	 and	 blew	 gently	 on	 the
fingertip.	A	tiny	flame,	too	weak	to	light	a	fire	but	just	bright	enough	to	be	reflected	in	the	little	girl’s	eyes,
flickered	on	his	nail	and	spat	out	sparks	of	gold	on	the	dirty	table.	The	child	stood	there	enchanted,	until
Dustfinger	blew	out	the	flame	and	dipped	his	finger	in	the	goblet	of	wine	that	Cloud-Dancer	pushed	over
to	him.

“So	you	still	like	playing	with	fire,”	said	Cloud-Dancer,	as	the	girl	cast	an	anxious	glance	at	the	fat
landlord	and	hurried	back	to	the	cauldron.	“My	own	games	are	over	now,	sad	to	say.”

“What	happened?”
“I	fell	off	the	rope,	I	don’t	dance	in	the	clouds	anymore.	A	market	trader	threw	a	cabbage	at	me	-	I

expect	I	was	distracting	his	customers’	attention.	At	least	I	was	lucky	enough	to	land	on	a	cloth-merchant’s
stall.	That	way	I	broke	my	leg	and	a	couple	of	ribs,	but	not	my	neck.”

Dustfinger	looked	at	him	thoughtfully.	“Then	how	do	you	make	a	living	now	that	you	can’t	walk	the
tightrope?”

Cloud-Dancer	shrugged.	“Believe	it	or	not,	I	can	still	go	about	on	foot.	I	can	even	ride	with	this	leg	of
mine	 -	 if	 there’s	a	horse	available.	 I	earn	my	 living	as	a	messenger,	although	I	 still	 like	 to	be	with	 the
strolling	players,	listening	to	their	stories	and	sitting	by	the	fire	with	them.	But	it’s	words	that	nourish	me
now,	even	though	I	can’t	read.	Threatening	letters,	begging	letters,	love	letters,	sales	contracts,	wills	-	I
deliver	anything	that	can	be	written	on	a	piece	of	parchment	or	paper.	And	I	can	be	relied	upon	to	carry	a
spoken	message,	 too,	when	 it’s	been	whispered	 into	my	ear	 in	confidence.	 I	make	quite	 a	good	 living,
although	 I’m	not	 the	 fastest	messenger	money	 can	 hire.	But	 everyone	who	 gives	me	 a	 letter	 to	 deliver
knows	that	it	really	will	reach	the	person	it’s	meant	for.	And	a	guarantee	of	that	is	hard	to	find.”

Dustfinger	believed	him.	For	a	few	gold	pieces	you	can	read	the	prince’s	own	letters,	that	was	what
they	used	to	say	even	in	his	own	time.	You	just	had	to	know	someone	who	was	good	at	forging	broken
seals.	 “How	about	 our	 other	 friends?”	Dustfinger	 looked	 at	 the	pipers	 by	 the	window.	 “What	 are	 they
doing?”

Cloud-Dancer	took	a	sip	of	wine	and	made	a	face.	“Ugh!	I	should	have	asked	for	honey	in	this.	The
others,	well”	-	he	rubbed	his	stiff	leg	-	“some	are	dead,	some	have	just	disappeared	like	you.	Look	over
there,	 behind	 the	 farmer	 staring	 so	 gloomily	 into	 his	 tankard,”	 he	 said,	 jerking	his	 head	 at	 the	 counter.
“There’s	our	old	friend	Sootbird,	with	a	laugh	fixed	on	his	face	like	a	tattoo,	the	worst	fire-eater	for	miles
around,	although	he	still	tries	to	copy	you	and	wonders	why	fire	would	rather	dance	for	you	than	him.”

“He’ll	 never	 find	 out.”	 Dustfinger	 glanced	 surreptitiously	 at	 the	 other	 fire-eater.	 As	 far	 as	 he
remembered,	Sootbird	could	 juggle	burning	torches	well	enough,	but	fire	didn’t	dance	for	him.	He	was
like	a	hopeless	 lover	rejected	again	and	again	by	the	girl	of	his	choice.	Long	ago,	feeling	sorry	for	 the
man’s	 futile	 efforts,	 Dustfinger	 had	 given	 him	 some	 fire-elves’	 honey,	 but	 even	 with	 its	 aid	 Sootbird
hadn’t	understood	what	the	flames	were	telling	him.

“I’ve	 heard	 that	 he	 works	 with	 powders	 bought	 from	 alchemists	 now,”	 Cloud-Dancer	 whispered
across	the	table,	“and	that’s	an	expensive	pastime,	if	you	ask	me.	The	fire	bites	him	so	often	that	his	hands
and	arms	are	quite	red	from	it.	But	he	doesn’t	let	it	get	at	his	face.	Before	he	performs	he	smears	it	with
grease	until	it	shines	like	bacon	fat.”



“Does	he	still	drink	after	every	show?”
“After	the	show,	before	the	show,	but	he’s	still	a	good-looking	fellow,	don’t	you	think?”
Yes,	so	he	was,	with	his	friendly,	ever-smiling	face.	Sootbird	was	one	of	those	entertainers	who	lived

on	the	glances	of	others,	on	laughter	and	applause,	on	knowing	that	people	will	stop	to	look	at	them.	Even
now	he	was	entertaining	the	others	who	were	leaning	against	the	counter	with	him.	Dustfinger	turned	his
back;	he	didn’t	want	to	see	the	old	mixture	of	admiration	and	envy	in	the	other	man’s	eyes.	Sootbird	was
not	one	of	those	he	had	missed.

“You	mustn’t	think	times	are	any	easier	now	for	the	Motley	Folk,”	said	Cloud-Dancer	across	the	table,
low-voiced.	“Since	Cosimo’s	death	the	Laughing	Prince	doesn’t	let	the	likes	of	us	into	the	markets	except
on	feast	days,	and	as	for	going	up	to	the	castle	itself,	that’s	only	when	his	grandson	demands	entertainers
loudly	enough.	Not	a	very	nice	little	boy	-	he’s	already	ordering	his	servants	around	and	threatening	them
with	whipping	and	the	pillory.	Still,	he	loves	the	Motley	Folk.”

“Cosimo	the	Fair	is	dead?”	Dustfinger	nearly	choked	on	the	sour	wine.
“Yes.”	Cloud-Dancer	leaned	over	the	table,	as	if	 it	wasn’t	right	to	speak	of	death	and	misfortune	in

too	loud	a	voice.	“He	rode	away	scarcely	a	year	ago,	beautiful	as	an	angel,	to	prove	his	princely	courage
and	 finish	 off	 the	 fire-raisers	 who	 were	 haunting	 the	 forest	 then.	 You	 may	 remember	 their	 leader,
Capricorn?”

Dustfinger	had	to	smile.	“Oh	yes.	I	remember	him,”	he	said	quietly.
“He	 disappeared	 about	 the	 same	 time	 you	 did,	 but	 his	 gang	 carried	 on	 the	 same	 as	 ever.	 Firefox

became	their	new	leader.	There	wasn’t	a	village	nor	a	farm	this	side	of	the	forest	that	was	safe	from	them.
So	Cosimo	rode	away	to	put	an	end	to	their	evil	deeds.	He	smoked	out	the	whole	band,	but	he	didn’t	come
home	himself.	Since	then,	his	father,	who	used	to	like	eating	so	much	that	his	breakfast	alone	could	have
fed	 three	whole	villages,	has	become	known	as	 the	Prince	of	Sighs,	 too.	For	 the	Laughing	Prince	does
nothing	but	sigh	these	days.”

Dustfinger	held	his	fingers	in	the	dust	motes	dancing	above	him	in	the	sun.	“The	Prince	of	Sighs!”	he
murmured.	“Well,	well.	And	what	about	His	Noble	Highness	on	the	other	side	of	the	forest?”

“The	Adderhead?”	Cloud-Dancer	looked	around	uneasily.	“Hmm,	-well,	I’m	afraid	he’s	not	dead	yet.
Still	thinks	himself	lord	of	the	whole	world.	When	his	game	wardens	find	a	peasant	in	the	forest	with	a
rabbit	he	has	the	man	blinded;	he	enslaves	folk	who	don’t	pay	their	taxes	and	makes	them	dig	the	ground
for	silver	until	they’re	coughing	up	blood.	The	gallows	outside	his	castle	are	always	in	use,	and	he	likes
to	see	a	pair	of	Motley	trousers	dangling	there	best	of	all.	Still,	few	speak	ill	of	him,	because	he	has	more
spies	than	this	inn	has	bedbugs,	and	he	pays	them	well.	But	you	can’t	bribe	Death,”	added	Cloud-Dancer
softly,	“and	the	Adderhead	is	growing	old.	It’s	said	that	he’s	afraid	of	the	White	Women	these	days,	and
terrified	of	dying,	so	terrified	that	he	falls	to	his	knees	by	night	and	howls	like	a	beaten	dog.	And	they	say
his	cooks	have	to	make	him	calves’	blood	pudding	every	morning,	because	that’s	supposed	to	keep	a	man
young,	and	he	keeps	a	hanged	man’s	finger	bone	under	his	pillow	to	protect	him	from	the	White	Women.
He’s	married	four	times	in	the	last	seven	years.	His	wives	get	younger	and	younger,	but	still	none	of	them
has	given	him	what	he	wants	most	dearly.”

“So	the	Adderhead	has	no	son	yet?”
Cloud-Dancer	shook	his	head.	“No,	but	all	the	same	his	grandson	will	rule	us	some	day,	because	the

old	fox	married	one	of	his	daughters	off	to	Cosimo	the	Fair	-	Violante,	known	to	everyone	as	Her	Ugliness
-	and	she	had	a	son	by	Cosimo	before	he	went	away	to	die.	They	say	her	father	made	her	acceptable	to	the
Laughing	Prince	by	giving	her	a	valuable	manuscript	to	take	for	her	dowry	-	and	the	best	illuminator	at	his
court	into	the	bargain.	Yes,	the	Laughing	Prince	was	once	as	keen	on	written	papers	as	on	good	food,	but
now	his	 precious	 books	 are	moldering	 away!	Nothing	 interests	 him	 anymore,	 least	 of	 all	 his	 subjects.
There	are	rumors	that	it’s	all	gone	exactly	as	the	Adderhead	planned,	and	that	he	himself	made	sure	his
son-in-law	 would	 never	 return	 from	 Capricorn’s	 fortress,	 so	 that	 his	 grandson	 could	 succeed	 to	 the



throne.”
“The	rumors	are	probably	true.”	Dustfinger	looked	at	the	crowd	in	the	stuffy	room.	Strolling	peddlers,

physicians,	 journeymen,	 craftsmen,	 players	 with	 darned	 sleeves.	 One	 man	 had	 an	 unhappy-looking
brownie	sitting	on	the	floor	beside	him.	Many	looked	as	if	they	didn’t	know	how	they	were	going	to	pay
for	 the	wine	 they	were	drinking.	There	were	 few	happy	 faces	 to	be	 seen	here,	 few	 faces	 free	of	 care,
sickness,	and	resentment.	Well,	what	had	he	expected?	Had	he	hoped	that	misfortune	would	have	stolen
away	while	he	was	gone?	No.	He	had	wanted	to	come	back	-	that	was	all	he’d	hoped	for	in	ten	long	years
-	not	back	to	paradise,	he’d	just	wanted	to	come	home.	Doesn’t	a	fish	want	to	be	back	in	the	water,	even	if
there’s	a	perch	lying	in	wait	for	it?

A	drunk	staggered	against	the	table	and	almost	spilled	the	wine.	Dustfinger	reached	for	the	jug.	“And
what	about	Capricorn’s	men?	Firefox	and	the	rest?	Are	they	all	dead?”

“In	your	dreams!”	Cloud-Dancer	laughed	bitterly,	“All	the	fire-raisers	who	escaped	Cosimo’s	attack
were	welcomed	to	the	Castle	of	Night	with	open	arms.	The	Adderhead	made	Firefox	his	herald,	and	these
days	the	Piper,	Capricorn’s	old	minstrel,	sings	his	dark	songs	in	the	Castle	of	Silver	Towers.	He	wears
silk	and	velvet,	and	his	pockets	are	full	of	gold.”

“The	Piper’s	 still	 around?”	Dustfinger	passed	his	hand	over	his	 face.	“Heavens,	have	you	no	good
news	at	all	to	tell	me?	Something	to	make	me	glad	to	be	home	again?”

Cloud-Dancer	 laughed,	 so	 loudly	 that	 Sootbird	 turned	 and	 glanced	 at	 him.	 “The	 best	 news	 is	 that
you’re	back!”	he	said.	“We’ve	missed	you,	Master	of	the	Fire!	They	say	the	fairies	sigh	as	they	dance	by
night,	since	you	left	us	so	faithlessly,	and	the	Black	Prince	tells	his	bear	stories	about	you	before	falling
asleep.”

“So	 the	Prince	 is	still	around,	 too?	Good.”	Relieved,	Dustfinger	 took	a	sip	of	 the	wine,	although	 it
really	 did	 taste	 vile.	 He	 hadn’t	 dared	 to	 ask	 about	 the	 Prince,	 for	 fear	 he	 might	 hear	 something	 like
Cosimo’s	sad	story.

“Oh,	 he’s	 doing	 fine!”	 Cloud-Dancer	 raised	 his	 voice	 as	 two	 peddlers	 at	 the	 next	 table	 began	 to
quarrel.	“Still	the	same	-	black	as	pitch,	quick	with	his	tongue	and	even	quicker	with	his	knife,	never	seen
without	his	bear.”

Dustfinger	 smiled.	 Yes,	 this	 was	 good	 news	 indeed.	 The	 Black	 Prince:	 bear-tamer,	 knife-thrower,
probably	 still	 fretting	angrily	at	 the	way	of	 the	world.	Dustfinger	had	known	him	since	 they	were	both
homeless,	orphaned	children.	At	the	age	of	eleven	they’d	stood	side	by	side	in	the	pillory	over	on	the	far
side	of	the	forest,	where	they	were	born,	and	they’d	still	smelled	of	rotten	vegetables	two	days	later.	They
had	both	been	born	in	Argenta,	the	Silver	Land,	the	realm	of	the	Adderhead.

Cloud-Dancer	looked	at	his	face.	“Well?”	he	asked.	“When	are	you	finally	going	to	ask	the	question
you’ve	been	wanting	to	ask	since	I	clapped	you	on	the	shoulder?	Go	on!	Before	I’m	too	drunk	to	answer
you.”

Dustfinger	had	to	smile;	he	couldn’t	help	it.	Cloud-Dancer	had	always	known	how	to	see	into	other
people’s	hearts,	 though	you	might	not	have	thought	so	from	his	face.	“Very	well.	What	shall	I…	how	is
she?”

“At	last!”	Cloud-Dancer	smiled	with	such	self-satisfaction	that	two	gaps	in	his	teeth	showed.	“Well,
first,	 she’s	 still	 very	 beautiful.	 Lives	 in	 a	 house	 now,	 doesn’t	 sing	 and	 dance	 anymore,	 doesn’t	 wear
brightly	colored	skirts,	pins	up	her	hair	like	a	farmer’s	wife.	She	tends	a	plot	of	land	up	on	the	hill	behind
the	castle,	growing	herbs	for	the	physicians.	Even	Nettle	buys	from	her.	She	lives	on	that,	sometimes	well,
sometimes	not	so	well,	bringing	up	her	children.”

Dustfinger	 tried	 to	 look	 indifferent,	 but	 Cloud-Dancer’s	 smile	 told	 him	 that	 he	wasn’t	 succeeding.
“What	about	that	spice	merchant	who	was	always	after	her?”

“What	about	him?	He	left	years	ago;	he’s	probably	living	in	some	big	house	by	the	sea,	growing	richer
with	every	sack	of	pepper	his	ships	bring	in.”



“Then	she	didn’t	marry	him?”
“No.	She	chose	another	man.”
“Another	man?”	Once	again	Dustfinger	tried	to	sound	indifferent,	and	once	again	he	failed.
Cloud-Dancer	enjoyed	keeping	him	in	suspense	for	a	while,	and	then	went	on.	“Yes,	another	man.	He

soon	died,	poor	fellow,	but	she	has	a	child	by	him,	a	boy.”
Dustfinger	said	nothing,	listening	to	his	own	thudding	heart.	His	stupid	heart.	“What	about	the	girls?”
“Oh,	 the	 girls.	Yes,	 them	 -	 I	wonder	who	 their	 father	 can	 have	 been?”	Cloud-Dancer	was	 smiling

again,	like	a	little	boy	who	has	pulled	off	a	mischievous	trick.	“Brianna’s	as	lovely	as	her	mother	already.
Although	she’s	inherited	your	red	hair.”

“And	Rosanna,	the	younger?”	Her	hair	was	dark,	like	her	mother’s.
The	smile	on	Cloud-Dancer’s	 face	disappeared	as	 if	Dustfinger	had	wiped	 it	away.	“The	child	has

been	dead	a	long	time,”	he	said	softly.	“There	was	a	fever,	two	winters	after	you	went	away.	Many	died
of	it.	Even	Nettle	couldn’t	help	them.”

Dustfinger	drew	bright,	damp	lines	on	the	table	with	his	forefinger,	which	was	sticky	from	the	wine.
Dead.	Much	might	be	lost	in	the	space	of	ten	years.	For	a	moment	he	tried	desperately	to	remember	her
face,	such	a	little	face,	but	it	blurred,	as	if	he	had	spent	too	long	over	the	attempt	to	forget	it.

Amid	 all	 the	 noise,	 Cloud-Dancer	 sat	 with	 him	 in	 silence	 for	 a	 long	 time.	 Then	 at	 last	 he	 rose,
ponderously;	it	wasn’t	easy	to	get	up	from	the	low	bench	with	his	stiff	leg.	“I	must	be	off,	my	friend,”	he
said.	 “I	 still	have	 three	 letters	 to	deliver,	 two	of	 them	up	 there	 in	Ombra.	 I	want	 to	be	at	 the	city	gate
before	dark,	or	the	guards	will	have	their	little	joke	again	and	refuse	to	let	me	in.”

Dustfinger	was	still	drawing	lines	on	the	dark	wood	of	the	table.	Two	winters	after	you	went	away	-
the	words	stung	like	nettles	in	his	head.	“Where	are	the	others	camping	at	the	moment?”

“Just	 outside	 the	 city	wall	 of	Ombra.	Our	 prince’s	 beloved	 grandson	 celebrates	 his	 birthday	 soon.
Every	entertainer	and	minstrel	is	welcome	at	the	castle	on	that	day.”

Dustfinger	 nodded	without	 raising	 his	 head.	 “I’ll	 see.	Maybe	 I’ll	 go	 along,	 too.”	He	 abruptly	 rose
from	the	hard	bench.	The	girl	by	the	hearth	looked	at	them.	His	younger	daughter	would	have	been	about
her	age	now	if	the	fever	hadn’t	carried	her	off.

Together	with	Cloud-Dancer,	he	made	his	way	past	 the	crowded	benches	and	chairs	 to	 the	door.	 It
was	still	fine	outside,	a	sunny	autumn	day,	clad	in	bright	foliage	like	a	strolling	player.

“Come	to	Ombra	with	me!”	Cloud-Dancer	laid	a	hand	on	his	shoulder.	“My	horse	will	carry	two,	and
we	can	always	find	a	place	to	sleep	there.”

But	Dustfinger	shook	his	head.
“Later,”	he	said,	looking	down	the	muddy	road.	“It’s	time	I	paid	a	visit.”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
7	Meggie’s	Decision

The	 idea	 hovered	 and	 shivered	 delicately,	 like	 a	 soap	 bubble,	 and	 she	 dared	 not	 even	 look	 at	 it
directly	in	case	it	burst.	But	she	was	familiar	with	the	way	of	ideas,	and	she	let	it	shimmer,	looking	away,
thinking	about	something	else.

Philip	Pullman,	Northern	Lights
Mo	came	home	just	as	they	were	all	sitting	down	to	breakfast,	and	Resa	kissed	him	as	if	he’d	been

away	 for	weeks.	Meggie	 hugged	 him	 harder	 than	 usual,	 too,	 relieved	 that	 he	 had	 come	 back	 safe	 and
sound,	but	she	avoided	looking	him	straight	in	the	eye.	Mo	knew	her	too	well.	He	would	have	spotted	her
guilty	conscience	at	once.	And	Meggie’s	conscience	was	very	guilty.

The	reason	was	the	sheet	of	paper	hidden	among	her	schoolbooks	up	in	her	room,	closely	written	in
her	 own	 hand,	 although	 the	 words	 were	 by	 someone	 else.	Meggie	 had	 spent	 hours	 copying	 out	 what
Orpheus	had	written.	Every	 time	she	got	 something	wrong	she	had	begun	again	 from	 the	beginning,	 for
fear	 that	 a	 single	mistake	 could	 spoil	 everything.	She	had	 added	 just	 three	words	 -	where	 the	passage
mentioned	 a	 boy,	 in	 the	 sentences	 left	 unread	 by	 Orpheus,	 Meggie	 had	 added	 “and	 the	 girl.”	 Three
nondescript,	perfectly	ordinary	words,	so	ordinary	that	 it	was	overwhelmingly	likely	that	 they	occurred
somewhere	in	the	pages	of	Inkheart.	She	couldn’t	check,	however,	because	the	only	copy	of	the	book	she
would	have	needed	to	do	that	was	now	in	Basta’s	hands.	Basta…the	mere	sound	of	his	name	reminded
Meggie	of	black	days	and	black	nights.	Black	with	fear.

Mo	had	brought	her	a	present	to	make	peace	between	them,	as	he	always	did	when	they	had	quarreled:
a	small	notebook	bound	by	himself,	just	the	right	size	for	her	jacket	pocket,	with	a	marbled	paper	cover.
Mo	knew	how	much	Meggie	liked	marbled	patterns;	she	had	been	only	nine	when	he	had	taught	her	how	to
color	 them	 for	herself.	Guilt	went	 to	her	heart	when	he	put	 the	notebook	down	by	her	plate,	 and	 for	 a
moment	she	wanted	to	tell	him	everything,	just	as	she	had	always	done.	But	a	glance	from	Farid	prevented
her.	 That	 glance	 said,	 “No,	Meggie,	 he	won’t	 let	 you	 go	 there	 -	 ever.”	 So	 she	 kept	 quiet,	 kissed	Mo,
whispered,	“Thank	you,”	and	said	no	more,	quickly	bending	her	head,	her	tongue	heavy	with	the	words
she	hadn’t	spoken.

Luckily,	no	one	noticed	her	sad	expression.	The	others	were	still	anxious	about	Farid’s	news	of	Basta.
Elinor	 had	 gone	 to	 the	 police,	 on	Mo’s	 advice,	 but	 her	 visit	 to	 them	had	 done	 nothing	 to	 improve	 her
mood.

“Just	as	I	told	you,”	she	said	crossly,	working	away	at	the	cheese	with	her	knife	as	if	it	were	the	cause
of	all	this	trouble.	“Those	fools	didn’t	believe	a	word	I	said.	A	couple	of	sheep	in	uniform	would	have
listened	better.	You	know	I	don’t	like	dogs,	but	may	be	I	ought	to	get	some	after	all…	a	couple	of	huge
black	brutes	to	tear	Basta	apart	the	moment	he	comes	through	my	garden	gate.	A	Dobsterman	dog,	yes.	A
Dobsterman	or	two.	Isn’t	a	Dobsterman	the	dog	that	eats	people?”

“You	mean	a	Doberman.”	Mo	winked	across	the	table	at	Meggie.
It	broke	her	heart.	There	he	was	winking	at	her,	his	deceitful	daughter	who	was	planning	to	go	right

away,	to	a	place	where	he	probably	couldn’t	follow	her.	Perhaps	her	mother	would	understand,	but	Mo?
No,	not	Mo.	Never.

Meggie	bit	her	lip	so	hard	that	it	hurt,	while	Elinor,	still	in	a	state	of	agitation,	went	on.	“And	I	could
hire	a	bodyguard.	You	can	do	that,	can’t	you?	One	with	a	pistol	-	no,	not	just	a	pistol,	armed	to	the	teeth:
knives,	rifles,	everything,	and	so	big	that	Basta’s	black	heart	would	stop	at	 the	mere	sight	of	him!	How



does	that	sound?”
Meggie	saw	Mo	suppress	a	smile	with	difficulty.	“How	does	it	sound?	As	if	you’d	been	reading	too

many	thrillers,	Elinor.”
“Well,	I	have	read	a	lot	of	thrillers,”	she	said,	injured.	“They’re	very	informative	if	you	don’t	usually

mix	much	with	criminals.	What’s	more,	I	can’t	forget	seeing	Basta’s	knife	at	your	throat.”
“Nor	can	 I,	believe	me.”	Meggie	 saw	his	hand	go	 to	his	 throat	 as	 if,	 just	 for	a	moment,	he	 felt	 the

sharp	blade	against	his	skin	again.	“All	the	same,	I	think	you’re	worrying	unnecessarily.	I	had	plenty	of
time	to	think	it	all	over	on	the	drive	back,	and	I	don’t	believe	Basta	will	come	all	the	way	here	just	to	get
revenge.	Revenge	for	what?	For	being	saved	from	Capricorn’s	Shadow	-	and	by	us?	No.	He’ll	have	had
this	Orpheus	 read	him	back	by	now.	Back	 into	 the	book.	Basta	never	 liked	our	world	half	 as	much	as
Capricorn	did.	Some	things	about	it	made	him	very	nervous.”

He	spread	 jam	on	 top	of	his	bread	and	cheese.	Elinor	watched	 this,	as	usual,	with	horror,	and	Mo,
also	as	usual,	ignored	her	disapproving	glance.

“So	what	about	those	threats	he	shouted	after	the	boy?”
“Well,	he	was	angry	that	he’d	gotten	away,	wasn’t	he?	I	don’t	have	to	tell	you	the	kind	of	things	Basta

says	when	he’s	angry.	I’m	only	surprised	he	was	actually	clever	enough	to	find	out	that	Dustfinger	had	the
book.	And	 I’d	 like	 to	 know	where	 he	 found	 this	man	Orpheus,	 too.	He	 seems	 to	 be	 better	 than	me	 at
reading	aloud.”

“Nonsense!”	Elinor’s	voice	sounded	cross	but	relieved,	too.	“The	only	one	who	may	be	as	good	at	it
as	you	are	is	your	daughter.”

Mo	smiled	at	Meggie	and	put	another	slice	of	cheese	on	top	of	the	jam.	“Thanks,	very	flattering.	But,
however	 that	may	be,	our	knife-happy	friend	Basta	has	gone!	And	I	hope	he’s	 taken	 the	wretched	book
with	him	and	put	an	end	to	that	story	forever.	There’ll	be	no	more	need	for	Elinor	to	jump	when	she	hears
something	rustling	in	the	garden	at	night,	and	Darius	won’t	have	to	dream	of	Basta’s	knife	-	which	means
that	the	news	Farid	has	brought	is	in	fact	very	good	news!	I	hope	you’ve	all	thanked	him	warmly!”

Farid	smiled	shyly	as	Mo	raised	his	coffee	cup	to	him,	but	Meggie	saw	the	anxiety	in	his	black	eyes.	If
Mo	was	right,	then	by	now	Basta	was	in	the	same	place	as	Dustfinger.	And	they	all	thought	Mo	was	right.
You	 could	 see	 the	 relief	 in	Darius’s	 and	Elinor’s	 faces,	 and	Resa	put	 her	 arms	 around	Mo’s	neck	 and
smiled	as	if	everything	was	fine	again.

Elinor	 began	 asking	 Mo	 questions	 about	 the	 books	 he	 had	 so	 shockingly	 abandoned	 to	 answer
Meggie’s	phone	call.	And	Darius	was	 trying	 to	 tell	Resa	about	 the	new	system	of	classification	he	had
thought	up	for	Elinor’s	library.	But	Farid	looked	at	his	empty	plate.	Against	the	background	of	its	white
china,	he	was	probably	seeing	Basta’s	knife	at	Dustfinger’s	neck.

Basta.	The	name	stuck	in	Meggie’s	throat	like	a	pebble.	She	kept	thinking	the	same	thing:	If	Mo	was
right,	Basta	was	now	where	she	soon	hoped	to	be	herself.	In	the	Inkworld.

She	was	going	to	try	it	 that	very	night,	she	would	try	to	use	her	own	voice	and	Orpheus’s	words	to
make	her	way	through	the	thicket	of	written	letters,	into	the	Wayless	Wood.	Farid	had	pleaded	with	her	to
wait	no	longer.	He	was	beside	himself	with	anxiety	for	Dustfinger,	and	Mo’s	remarks	had	certainly	done
nothing	to	change	that.	“Please,	Meggie!”	He	had	begged	her	again	and	again.	“Please	read	it!”

Meggie	looked	across	the	table	at	Mo.	He	was	whispering	something	to	Resa,	and	she	laughed.	You
heard	her	voice	only	when	she	laughed.	Mo	put	his	arm	around	her,	and	his	eyes	sought	Meggie.	When	her
bed	was	 empty	 tomorrow	morning	he	wouldn’t	 look	as	 carefree	 as	he	did	now.	Would	he	be	 angry	or
merely	 sad?	Resa	 laughed	when,	 for	 her	 and	Elinor’s	 benefit,	 he	mimicked	 the	 horror	 of	 the	 collector
whose	books	he	had	abandoned	so	disgracefully	when	Meggie	had	phoned,	and	Meggie	had	to	laugh,	too,
when	he	imitated	the	poor	man’s	voice.	The	collector	had	obviously	been	very	fat	and	breathless.

Elinor	was	 the	only	one	who	didn’t	 laugh.	 “I	 don’t	 think	 that’s	 funny,	Mortimer,”	 she	 said	 sharply.
“Personally,	I’d	probably	have	shot	you	if	you’d	simply	gone	off	leaving	my	poor	books	behind,	all	sick



and	dirty.”
“Yes,	 I	 expect	 you	would.”	Mo	gave	Meggie	 a	 conspiratorial	 look,	 as	 he	 always	 did	when	Elinor

lectured	him	or	his	daughter	on	the	way	to	treat	books	or	the	rules	of	her	library.
Oh	Mo,	if	only	you	knew,	thought	Meggie,	if	only	you	knew…She	felt	as	if	he	would	read	her	secret	in

her	face	any	minute	now.	Abruptly,	she	pushed	back	her	chair,	muttered,	“I’m	not	hungry,”	and	went	off	to
Elinor’s	 library.	Where	else?	Whenever	she	wanted	 to	escape	her	own	thoughts,	she	went	 to	books	for
help.	She	was	sure	to	find	something	to	keep	her	mind	occupied	until	evening	finally	came	and	they	all
went	to	bed,	suspecting	nothing.

Looking	 at	 Elinor’s	 library,	 you	 couldn’t	 tell	 that	 scarcely	 more	 than	 a	 year	 ago	 it	 had	 contained
nothing	but	a	red	rooster	hanging	dead	in	front	of	empty	shelves,	while	Elinor’s	finest	books	burned	on	the
lawn	outside.	The	jar	that	Elinor	had	filled	with	some	of	their	pale	ashes	still	stood	beside	her	bed.

Meggie	ran	her	forefinger	over	the	backs	of	the	books.	They	were	ranged	side	by	side	on	the	shelves
again	now,	like	piano	keys.	Some	shelves	were	still	empty,	but	Elinor	and	Darius	were	always	out	and
about,	visiting	secondhand	bookshops	and	auctions,	to	replace	those	lost	treasures	with	new	and	equally
wonderful	books.

Orpheus…where	was	the	story	of	Orpheus?
Meggie	 was	 on	 her	 way	 over	 to	 the	 shelf	 where	 the	 Greeks	 and	 Romans	 whispered	 their	 ancient

stories	when	the	library	door	opened	behind	her,	and	Mo	came	in.
“Resa	says	you	have	the	sheet	of	paper	that	Farid	brought	with	him	in	your	room.	Can	I	see	it?”	He

was	trying	to	sound	as	casual	as	if	he	were	just	asking	about	the	weather,	but	he’d	never	been	any	good	at
pretending.	Mo	couldn’t	pretend,	any	more	than	he	could	tell	lies.

“Why?”	Meggie	leaned	against	Elinor’s	books	as	if	they	would	strengthen	her	backbone.
“Why?	Because	 I’m	 curious,	 remember?	And	what’s	more,”	 he	 added,	 looking	 at	 the	 backs	 of	 the

books,	as	if	he	could	find	the	right	words	there,	“and	what’s	more,	I	think	it	would	be	better	to	burn	that
sheet	of	paper.”

“Burn	it?”	Meggie	looked	at	him	incredulously.	“But	why?”
“I	know	it	sounds	as	if	I’m	seeing	ghosts,”	he	said,	taking	a	book	off	the	shelf,	opening	it,	and	leafing

absentmindedly	through	it,	“but	 that	piece	of	paper,	Meggie	…	I	feel	 it’s	 like	an	open	door,	a	door	that
we’d	be	well	advised	to	close	once	and	for	all.	Before	Farid	tries	disappearing	into	that	damn	story,	too.”

“What	if	he	does?”	Meggie	couldn’t	help	the	cool	note	that	crept	into	her	voice.	As	if	she	were	talking
to	a	stranger.	“Why	can’t	you	understand?	He	only	wants	to	find	Dustfinger!	To	warn	him	about	Basta.”

Mo	closed	the	book	he	had	taken	off	the	shelf	and	put	it	back	in	its	place.	“So	he	says.	But	suppose
Dustfinger	 didn’t	 actually	want	 to	 take	 him	 along,	 suppose	 he	 left	 him	behind	 on	 purpose?	Would	 that
surprise	you?”

No.	No,	it	wouldn’t.	Meggie	said	nothing.	It	was	so	quiet	among	the	books,	so	terribly	quiet	among	all
those	words.

“I	know,	Meggie,”	said	Mo	at	last,	in	a	low	voice.	“I	know	you	think	the	world	that	book	describes	is
much	more	exciting	than	this	one.	I	understand	the	feeling.	I’ve	often	imagined	being	right	inside	one	of	my
favorite	books.	But	we	both	know	 that	once	 imagination	 turns	 to	 reality	 things	 feel	quite	different.	You
think	the	Inkworld	is	a	magical	place,	a	world	of	wonders	-	but	believe	me,	your	mother	has	told	me	a	lot
about	it	that	you	wouldn’t	like	at	all.	It’s	a	cruel,	dangerous	place,	full	of	darkness	and	violence,	ruled	by
brute	force,	Meggie,	not	by	justice.”

He	looked	at	her,	searching	her	face	for	the	understanding	he	had	always	found	there	before	but	did
not	find	now.

“Farid	comes	 from	a	world	 like	 that,”	 said	Meggie.	“And	he	didn’t	choose	 to	get	 into	 this	 story	of
ours.	You	brought	him	here.”

She	regretted	her	words	the	moment	they	were	out.	Mo	turned	away	as	if	she	had	struck	him.	“Yes.



You’re	right,	of	course,”	he	said,	going	back	to	the	door.	“And	I	don’t	want	to	quarrel	with	you	again.	But
I	don’t	want	that	paper	lying	around	your	room,	either.	Give	it	back	to	Farid.	Or	else,	who	knows,	there
could	be	a	giant	sitting	on	your	bed	tomorrow	morning.”	He	was	trying	to	make	her	laugh,	of	course.	He
couldn’t	bear	the	two	of	them	to	be	on	bad	terms	again.	He	looked	so	depressed.	And	so	tired.

“You	know	perfectly	well	nothing	like	that	can	happen,”	said	Meggie.	“Why	do	you	always	worry	so
much?	Things	don’t	just	come	out	of	the	words	on	the	page	unless	you	call	them.	You	should	know	that
better	than	anyone!”

His	hand	was	still	on	the	door	handle.
“Yes,”	 he	 said.	 “Yes,	 no	 doubt,you’re	 right.	 But	 do	 you	 know	what?	 Sometimes	 I’d	 like	 to	 put	 a

padlock	 on	 all	 the	 books	 in	 this	 world.	 And	 as	 for	 that	 very	 special	 book	 …	 I’d	 be	 glad,	 now,	 if
Capricorn	really	had	burned	the	last	copy	back	there	in	his	village.	That	book	brings	bad	luck,	Meggie,
nothing	but	bad	luck,	even	if	you	won’t	believe	me.”

Then	he	closed	the	library	door	after	him.
Meggie	 stood	 there	 motionless	 until	 his	 footsteps	 had	 died	 away.	 She	 went	 over	 to	 one	 of	 the

windows	looking	out	on	to	the	garden,	but	when	Mo	finally	came	down	the	path	leading	to	his	workshop
he	didn’t	look	back	at	the	house.	Resa	was	with	him.	She	had	put	her	arm	around	his	shoulders,	and	her
other	hand	was	tracing	words,	but	Meggie	couldn’t	make	them	out.	Were	they	talking	about	her?

It	was	sometimes	an	odd	feeling	suddenly	to	have	not	just	a	father	but	two	parents	who	talked	to	each
other	when	she	wasn’t	with	them.	Mo	went	into	his	workshop	alone,	and	Resa	strolled	back	to	the	house.
She	waved	to	Meggie	when	she	saw	her	standing	at	the	window,	and	Meggie	waved	back.

An	odd	feeling…
Meggie	sat	among	Elinor’s	books	for	some	time	longer,	looking	first	at	one,	then	at	another,	searching

for	passages	 to	drown	out	her	own	 thoughts.	But	 the	 letters	on	 the	pages	 remained	 just	 letters,	 forming
neither	 pictures	 nor	 words,	 and	 finally	Meggie	 went	 out	 into	 the	 garden,	 lay	 down	 on	 the	 grass,	 and
looked	at	the	workshop.	She	could	see	Mo	at	work	through	its	windows.

I	can’t	do	it,	she	thought,	as	the	wind	blew	leaves	off	the	trees	and	whirled	them	away	like	brightly
painted	toys.	No.	I	can’t!	They’ll	all	be	so	worried,	and	Mo	will	never,	ever	say	a	word	to	me	again.

Meggie	thought	all	those	things,	she	thought	them	over	and	over	again.	And	at	the	same	time	she	knew,
deep	down	inside	her,	that	she	had	made	up	her	mind	long	ago.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
8	The	Minstrel	Woman

The	minstrel	must	go	on	his	way,
As	he	has	done	so	long,
And	so	a	note	of	sad	farewell
Lingers	around	his	song.
Ah,	will	I	e’er	come	back	again?
My	dear,	alas,	who	knows?
The	heavy	hand	of	death	is	laid
On	many	a	budding	rose.
E.	von	Monsterberg,	quoted	from
Musikanten,	Gaukler	und	Vaganten
It	was	just	getting	light	when	Dustfinger	reached	the	farm	that	Cloud-Dancer	had	described	to	him.	It

lay	on	a	south-facing	slope,	surrounded	by	olive	trees.	The	soil,	said	Cloud-Dancer,	was	poor	and	stony
there,	but	it	suited	the	herbs	that	Roxane	grew.	The	house	stood	alone,	with	no	village	nearby	to	protect	it.
There	was	only	a	wall,	hardly	chest-high,	and	a	wooden	gate.	You	could	see	the	rooftops	of	Ombra	in	the
distance,	the	castle	towers	rising	high	above	the	houses,	and	the	road	winding	toward	the	city	gate	-	so
near,	and	yet	 too	far	to	be	a	refuge	if	highwaymen	or	soldiers	coming	home	from	war	thought	it	a	good
idea	to	loot	this	lonely	farm,	where	only	a	woman	and	two	children	lived.

Perhaps	 at	 least	 she	has	 a	 farmhand,	 thought	Dustfinger	 as	he	 stood	behind	 some	bushes	of	broom.
Their	branches	hid	him,	but	he	had	a	good	view	of	the	house.

It	was	 small,	 like	most	 farmhouses	 -	 not	 as	 poor	 as	many	 of	 them	but	 not	much	 better,	 either.	The
whole	house	would	have	fitted	a	dozen	times	over	and	more	into	one	of	the	great	halls	where	Roxane	had
once	danced.	Even	the	Adderhead	used	to	invite	her	to	his	castle,	poorly	as	he	thought	of	the	Motley	Folk,
for	 in	 those	days	everyone	had	wanted	 to	hear	her	sing.	Rich	 traders,	 the	miller	down	by	 the	river,	 the
spice	merchant	who	had	sent	her	presents	for	more	than	a	year	…	so	many	men	had	wanted	to	marry	her,
had	given	her	 jewelry	and	costly	dresses,	offered	her	 fine	apartments	 in	 their	houses,	and	every	one	of
those	apartments	was	certainly	larger	than	the	little	house	where	she	lived	now.	But	Roxane	had	stayed
with	the	Motley	Folk.	She	had	never	been	one	of	those	women	among	the	strolling	players	who	would	sell
their	voices	and	their	bodies	to	a	lord	and	master	for	a	little	security,	a	settled	home…

However,	the	day	had	come	when	she,	too,	had	tired	of	traveling	and	had	wanted	a	home	for	herself
and	her	children.	For	no	law	protected	those	who	lived	on	the	road,	and	that	meant	 the	Motley	Folk	as
well	as	robbers	and	highwaymen.	If	you	stole	from	a	player	you	need	not	fear	any	punishment,	if	you	did
violence	to	one	of	their	women	you	could	safely	go	back	to	your	comfortable	home,	and	even	if	you	killed
a	 traveler	 you	 need	 not	 fear	 the	 hangman.	All	 his	 widow	 could	 do	 in	 revenge	was	 strike	 the	 killer’s
shadow	as	the	sun	cast	it	on	the	city	wall,	only	his	shadow,	and	she	had	to	pay	for	her	husband’s	funeral,
too.	The	Motley	Folk	were	fair	game.	People	called	them	the	Devil’s	decoys,	they	liked	to	be	entertained
by	them,	listened	to	their	songs	and	stories,	watched	their	clever	tricks	-	and	barred	their	doors	and	gates
to	them	when	evening	came.	The	players	had	to	camp	outside	towns	and	villages,	outside	the	protection	of
the	walls,	always	on	the	move,	envied	for	their	freedom,	yet	despised	because	they	served	many	masters
for	money	and	bread.

Not	many	strolling	players	ever	left	the	road	-	the	road	and	the	lonely	paths.	But	that	was	obviously



what	Roxane	had	done.
There	was	a	stable	beside	the	house,	a	barn,	and	a	bakehouse,	and	between	them	a	yard	with	a	well	in

the	middle	 of	 it.	There	was	 a	 garden,	 fenced	 off	 to	 keep	 chickens	 and	 goats	 from	uprooting	 the	 young
plants,	 and	 a	 dozen	 narrow	 fields	 on	 the	 slope	 beyond.	 Some	 had	 been	 harvested,	while	 in	 others	 the
herbs	stood	high,	bushy,	and	heavy	with	their	own	seed.	The	fragrance	borne	across	to	Dustfinger	on	the
wind	made	the	morning	air	both	sweet	and	bitter.

Roxane	 was	 kneeling	 in	 the	 farthest	 field,	 among	 plants	 of	 flax,	 comfrey,	 and	 wild	 mallow.	 She
seemed	to	have	been	at	work	for	a	long	time	already,	although	the	morning	mist	still	hung	in	the	nearby
trees.	A	boy	of	perhaps	seven	or	eight	kneeled	beside	her.	Roxane	was	talking	to	him	and	laughing.	How
often	Dustfinger	had	summoned	up	her	face	in	his	memory,	every	part	of	it:	her	mouth,	her	eyes,	her	high
forehead.	It	had	been	more	difficult	with	every	passing	year,	and	with	every	year	the	picture	had	dimmed,
desperately	as	he	had	tried	to	remember	more	clearly.	Time	had	blurred	her	face	and	covered	it	with	dust.

Dustfinger	 took	 a	 step	 forward	 -	 and	 two	 steps	 back.	 He	 had	 thought	 of	 turning	 back	 three	 times
already,	of	stealing	away	again	as	silently	as	he	had	come,	but	he	had	stayed.	A	wind	blew	through	the
broom	 bushes,	 catching	 him	 in	 the	 back	 as	 if	 to	 give	 him	 fresh	 heart,	 and	 Dustfinger	 plucked	 up	 his
courage,	pushed	the	branches	aside,	and	walked	toward	the	house	and	the	fields.

The	 boy	 saw	 him	 first,	 and	 a	 goose	 rose	 from	 the	 tall	 grass	 by	 the	 stable	 and	 came	 toward	 him,
cackling	and	beating	her	wings.	Peasants	were	not	allowed	to	keep	dogs,	that	was	a	privilege	reserved
for	princes,	 but	 a	goose	was	 a	 reliable	guard,	 too	 -	 and	 just	 as	 alarming.	But	Dustfinger	knew	how	 to
avoid	the	gaping	beak	and	stroked	the	excited	bird’s	white	neck	until	she	folded	her	wings	like	a	freshly
ironed	dress	and	waddled	peacefully	away,	back	to	her	place	in	the	grass.

Roxane	had	risen	to	her	feet.	She	wiped	the	earth	off	her	hands	onto	her	dress	and	looked	at	him,	just
looked.	She	had	indeed	pinned	up	her	hair	like	a	farmer’s	wife,	but	it	was	obviously	as	long	as	ever	and
still	as	black,	apart	 from	a	few	gray	strands.	Her	dress	was	as	brown	as	 the	earth	where	she	had	been
kneeling,	no	longer	brightly	colored	like	the	skirts	she	used	to	wear.	But	her	face	was	still	as	familiar	to
Dustfinger	as	the	sight	of	the	sky,	more	familiar	than	his	own	reflection.

The	boy	picked	up	the	rake	lying	on	the	ground	beside	him.	He	clutched	it	with	a	grimly	determined
air,	as	if	he	were	used	to	protecting	his	mother	from	strangers.	Clever	lad,	thought	Dustfinger,	never	trust
anyone,	certainly	not	a	scar-faced	man	like	me	suddenly	emerging	from	the	bushes.

What	was	he	going	to	say	when	she	asked	him	where	he’d	been?
Roxane	whispered	something	to	the	boy,	who	reluctantly	lowered	the	rake.	Suspicion	still	lingered	in

his	eyes.
Ten	years.
He’d	often	been	gone	a	long	time	-	in	the	forest,	in	the	towns	on	the	coast,	among	the	isolated	villages

lying	in	the	hills	around	-	like	a	fox	that	visited	farmyards	only	when	its	stomach	rumbled.	“Your	heart’s	a
vagabond,”	Roxane	always	said.	Sometimes	he’d	had	to	search	for	her	when	she	had	moved	on	with	the
others.	They	lived	together	in	the	forest	for	a	while,	in	an	abandoned	charcoal-burner’s	hut,	and	then	in	a
tent	with	other	strolling	players.	They	even	managed	to	hold	out	within	the	solid	walls	of	Ombra	all	one
winter.	 He	was	 always	 the	 one	who	wanted	 to	move	 on,	 and	when	 their	 first	 daughter	was	 born	 and
Roxane	wanted	to	stay	put	more	often	-	in	some	reasonably	familiar	place,	with	the	other	women	among
the	strolling	players,	close	to	the	shelter	of	walls	-	he	would	go	off	alone.	But	he	always	came	back	to	her
and	the	children,	much	to	the	annoyance	of	all	the	rich	men	who	flocked	around	her	wanting	to	make	an
honest	woman	of	her.

What	 had	 she	 thought	 when	 he	 stayed	 away	 for	 a	 whole	 ten	 years?	 Had	 she,	 like	 Cloud-Dancer,
thought	him	dead?	Or	did	she	believe	he	had	simply	left	without	a	word,	without	saying	good-bye?

He	could	not	find	the	answer	in	Roxane’s	face.	He	saw	bewilderment	there,	anger,	perhaps	love,	too.
Perhaps.	She	whispered	something	 to	 the	boy,	 took	his	hand,	and	made	him	walk	beside	her.	She	went



slowly,	as	 if	 she	must	prevent	her	 feet	 from	going	 faster.	He	 longed	 to	 run	 to	her,	 leaving	one	of	 those
years	behind	him	at	every	step,	but	he	had	used	up	all	his	courage.	He	stood	there	as	if	rooted	to	the	spot,
looking	 at	 her	 as	 she	 came	 toward	 him	 after	 all	 those	 years,	 all	 the	 years	 for	 which	 he	 had	 no
explanation…except	one	that	she	wouldn’t	believe.

Only	 a	 few	 paces	 still	 separated	 them	 when	 Roxane	 stopped.	 She	 put	 her	 arm	 around	 the	 boy’s
shoulder,	but	he	pushed	it	away.	Of	course.	He	didn’t	want	his	mother’s	arm	reminding	him	how	young	he
still	was.	How	proudly	she	thrust	out	her	chin.	That	was	the	first	thing	he	had	noticed	about	Roxane	-	her
pride.	He	couldn’t	help	smiling,	but	he	bowed	his	head	so	that	she	couldn’t	see	the	smile.

“Obviously,	no	living	creature	can	withstand	you	to	this	day.	My	goose	has	always	driven	everyone
else	off.”	When	Roxane	spoke	there	was	nothing	special	about	her	voice,	none	of	the	strength	and	beauty
it	had	when	she	sang.

“Well,	nothing’s	changed	there,”	he	said.	“In	all	these	years.”	And	suddenly,	as	he	looked	at	her,	he
finally,	truly	knew	that	he	had	come	home.	It	was	so	strong	a	sensation	that	he	felt	weak	at	the	knees.	How
happy	he	was	to	see	her	again,	how	dreadfully,	 terribly	happy!	Ask	me,	he	thought.	Ask	me	where	I’ve
been.	Although	he	didn’t	know	how	he	would	explain.

But	she	only	said,	“You	seem	to	have	been	well	off,	wherever	you’ve	been.”
“It	only	looks	like	that,”	he	replied.	“I	didn’t	stay	there	of	my	own	free	will.”
Roxane	examined	his	face	as	if	she	had	forgotten	what	it	looked	like	and	stroked	the	boy’s	hair.	It	was

as	black	as	hers,	but	his	eyes	were	the	eyes	of	another.	They	looked	at	him	coldly.	Dustfinger	rubbed	his
hands	together	and	whispered	fire-words	to	his	fingers	until	sparks	fell	from	them	like	rain.	Where	they
landed	on	the	stony	ground	flowers	sprang	up,	red	flowers,	each	petal	a	tongue	of	flame.	The	boy	stared	at
them	with	mingled	delight	and	fear.	In	the	end	he	crouched	down	beside	them	and	put	his	hand	out	to	the
fiery	flowers.

“Careful!”	warned	Dustfinger,	but	it	was	already	too	late.	The	boy,	taken	by	surprise,	put	his	burned
fingertips	in	his	mouth.

“So	the	fire	still	obeys	you,”	said	Roxane,	and	for	the	first	time	he	detected	something	like	a	smile	in
her	eyes.	“You	look	hungry.	Come	with	me.”	And	without	another	word	she	walked	toward	the	house.	The
boy	was	still	staring	at	the	fiery	flowers.

“I’ve	heard	you	grow	herbs	for	the	healers.”	Dustfinger	stood	indecisively	in	the	doorway.
“Yes,	even	Nettle	buys	from	me.”
Nettle,	small	as	a	moss-woman,	always	surly,	sparing	of	her	words	as	a	beggar	with	his	 tongue	cut

out.	But	there	wasn’t	a	better	healer	in	this	world.
“Does	 she	 still	 live	 in	 the	 old	 bear’s	 cave	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 the	 forest?”	 Hesitantly,	 Dustfinger

walked	through	the	doorway.	It	was	so	low	that	he	had	to	duck	his	head.	The	smell	of	freshly	baked	bread
rose	to	his	nostrils.	Roxane	placed	a	loaf	on	the	table,	brought	cheese,	oil,	olives.

“Yes,	but	she	isn’t	often	there.	She’s	getting	more	eccentric	all	the	time,	she	roams	the	forest	talking	to
the	trees	and	to	herself,	looking	for	plants	still	unknown	to	her.	Sometimes	you	don’t	see	her	for	weeks,	so
people	come	to	me	more	and	more	often	these	days.	Nettle	has	taught	me	things	these	last	few	years.”	She
didn’t	look	at	him	as	she	said	that.	“She’s	shown	me	how	to	grow	herbs	in	my	fields	that	usually	thrive
only	 in	 the	 forest.	Butterfly	clover,	 jinglebell	 leaf,	 and	 the	 red	anemones	where	 the	 fire-elves	get	 their
honey.”

“I	didn’t	know	those	anemones	could	be	used	for	healing,	too.”
“They	can’t.	I	planted	them	because	they	reminded	me	of	someone.”	This	time	she	did	look	at	him.
Dustfinger	put	out	his	hand	to	one	of	the	bunches	of	herbs	hanging	from	the	ceiling	and	rubbed	the	dry

flowers	between	his	fingers:	lavender,	where	vipers	hide,	and	helpful	if	they	bite	you.	“I	expect	they	grow
here	only	because	you	sing	for	them,”	he	said.	“Didn’t	folk	always	say:	When	Roxane	sings,	 the	stones
burst	into	flower?”



Roxane	cut	some	bread,	poured	oil	into	a	bowl.	“I	sing	only	for	the	stones	these	days,”	she	said.	“And
for	my	son.”	She	handed	him	the	bread.	“Here,	eat	this.	I	baked	it	only	yesterday.”	Then,	turning	her	back
to	him,	she	went	over	to	the	fire.	Dustfinger	watched	her	surreptitiously	as	he	dipped	a	piece	of	bread	into
the	 oil.	 Two	 sacks	 of	 straw	 and	 a	 couple	 of	 blankets	 on	 the	 bed,	 a	 bench,	 a	 chair,	 a	 table,	 pitchers,
baskets,	bottles	and	bowls,	bundles	of	dried	herbs	under	the	ceiling,	crammed	close	together	the	way	they
used	to	hang	in	Nettle’s	cave,	and	a	chest	that	looked	strangely	fine	in	this	otherwise	sparsely	furnished
room.	Dustfinger	still	remembered	the	cloth	merchant	who	had	given	it	to	Roxane.	It	was	a	heavy	load	for
his	 servants	 to	carry,	and	 it	had	been	 full	 to	 the	brim	with	silken	dresses	embroidered	with	pearls,	 the
sleeves	edged	with	lace.	Were	they	still	there	in	the	chest?	Unworn,	useless	for	working	in	the	fields?

“I	went	to	Nettle	when	Rosanna	first	fell	ill.”	Roxane	did	not	turn	to	him	as	she	spoke.	“I	didn’t	know
anything,	not	even	how	to	draw	the	fever	out	of	her.	Nettle	showed	me	all	she	knew,	but	nothing	helped
our	daughter.	So	I	rode	to	see	the	Barn	Owl	with	her,	while	her	fever	rose	higher	and	higher.	I	took	her
into	 the	forest,	 to	 the	fairies,	but	 they	didn’t	help	me,	either.	They	might	have	done	 it	 for	you	-	but	you
weren’t	there.”

Dustfinger	saw	her	pass	the	back	of	her	hand	over	her	eyes.	“Cloud-Dancer	told	me.”	He	knew	these
were	not	the	right	words,	but	he	could	find	no	better.

Roxane	just	nodded	and	passed	her	hand	over	her	eyes	again.	“Some	say	that	you	can	see	the	people
you	 love	 even	 after	 death,”	 she	 said	quietly.	 “They	 say	 the	dead	visit	 you	by	night,	 or	 at	 least	 in	your
dreams;	your	longing	for	them	calls	them	back,	if	only	for	a	little	while….	Rosanna	didn’t	come.	I	went	to
women	who	said	they	could	speak	to	the	dead.	I	burned	herbs	whose	fragrance	was	supposed	to	summon
her,	 and	 I	 lay	 awake	 long	 nights	 hoping	 that	 she	would	 come	 back,	 at	 least	 once.	 But	 it	was	 all	 lies.
There’s	no	way	back.	Or	have	you	been	there?	Did	you	find	one?”

“In	the	realm	of	the	dead?	No.”	Dustfinger	shook	his	head	with	a	sad	smile.	“No,	I	didn’t	go	quite	so
far.	But	believe	me,	if	I	had,	then	even	from	there	I’d	have	sought	some	way	to	get	back	to	you…”

How	long	she	looked	at	him!	No	one	else	had	ever	looked	at	him	like	that.	And	once	again	he	tried	to
find	words,	the	words	that	could	explain	where	he	had	been,	but	there	were	none.

“When	 Rosanna	 died,”	 Roxane’s	 tongue	 seemed	 to	 shrink	 from	 the	 word,	 as	 if	 it	 could	 kill	 her
daughter	a	second	time,	“when	she	died	and	I	held	her	in	my	arms,	I	swore	something	to	myself:	I	swore
that	never,	never	again	would	I	be	so	helpless	when	death	tried	to	take	away	someone	I	love.	I’ve	learned
a	great	deal	since	then.	Perhaps	today	I	could	cure	her.	Or	perhaps	not.”

She	looked	at	him	again,	and	when	he	returned	her	glance	he	did	not	try	to	hide	his	pain,	as	he	usually
would.

“Where	did	you	bury	her?”
“Behind	the	house,	where	she	always	used	to	play.”
He	turned	to	the	open	door,	wanting	at	least	to	see	the	earth	under	which	she	lay,	but	Roxane	held	him

back.	“Where	have	you	been?”	she	whispered,	laying	her	forehead	against	his	chest.
He	stroked	her	hair,	stroked	the	fine	gray	strands	like	silken	cobwebs	running	through	the	sooty	black,

and	buried	his	face	in	it.	She	still	mixed	a	little	bitter	orange	into	the	water	when	she	washed	her	hair.	Its
perfume	brought	back	so	many	memories	that	he	felt	dizzy.	“Far	away,”	he	said.	“I’ve	been	very,	very	far
away.”	Then	he	just	stood	there	holding	her	tightly,	unable	to	believe	that	she	was	really	there	again,	not
just	a	figment	of	his	dreams,	not	just	a	memory,	blurred	and	vague,	but	a	woman	of	flesh	and	blood	with
fragrant	hair…and	she	was	not	sending	him	away.

How	long	they	simply	stood	there	like	that,	he	didn’t	know.
“What	about	our	older	girl?	How	is	Brianna?”	he	asked	at	last.
“She’s	been	living	up	at	the	castle	for	four	years	now.	She	serves	Violante,	the	prince’s	daughter-in-

law,	known	to	everyone	as	Her	Ugliness.”	She	came	out	of	his	arms,	smoothed	her	pinned-up	hair,	and
reached	for	his	hands.	“Brianna	sings	for	Violante,	looks	after	her	spoiled	little	son,	and	reads	to	her,”	she



said.	“Violante	adores	books,	but	her	eyesight	is	bad,	so	she	can’t	easily	read	them	for	herself	-	let	alone
that	she	must	do	it	in	secret	because	the	prince	thinks	poorly	of	women	who	read.”

“But	Brianna	can	read?”
“Yes,	and	I’ve	taught	my	son	to	read,	too.”
“What’s	his	name?”
“Jehan.	After	his	father.”	Roxane	went	over	to	the	table	and	touched	the	flowers	standing	on	it.
“Did	I	know	him?”
“No.	He	 left	me	 this	 farm	 -	 and	 a	 son.	The	 fire-raisers	 set	 light	 to	 our	 barn,	 he	 ran	 in	 to	 save	 the

livestock,	and	the	fire	consumed	him.	Isn’t	it	strange	-	that	you	can	love	two	men	and	fire	protects	one	of
them	but	kills	the	other?”	She	was	silent	for	some	time	before	she	spoke	again.	“Firefox	was	leader	of	the
arsonists	 then.	They	were	almost	worse	 than	under	Capricorn.	Basta	and	Capricorn	disappeared	at	 the
same	time	as	you,	did	you	know?”

“Yes,	 so	 I’ve	 heard,”	 he	 murmured,	 unable	 to	 take	 his	 eyes	 off	 her.	 How	 lovely	 she	 was.	 How
beautiful.	It	almost	hurt	to	look	at	her.	When	she	came	toward	him	again	every	movement	reminded	him	of
the	day	he	had	first	seen	her	dance.

“The	 fairies	 did	 very	well,”	 she	 said	 quietly,	 stroking	 his	 face.	 “If	 I	 didn’t	 know	 better,	 I’d	 think
someone	had	simply	painted	those	scars	on	your	face	with	a	silver	pencil.”

“A	lie,	but	a	kind	one,”	he	said	just	as	softly.	No	one	knew	better	than	Roxane	where	the	scars	came
from.	They	would	neither	of	them	forget	the	day	when	the	Adderhead	had	commanded	her	to	dance	and
sing	before	him.	Capricorn	had	been	there,	 too,	with	Basta	and	all	 the	other	fire-raisers,	and	Basta	had
stared	at	Roxane	like	a	tomcat	eyeing	a	tasty	bird.	He	had	pursued	her	day	after	day,	promising	her	gold
and	 jewels,	 threatening	 and	 flattering	 her,	 and	 when	 she	 rejected	 him	 again	 and	 again,	 alone	 and	 in
company,	Basta	made	inquiries	to	discover	the	identity	of	the	man	she	preferred	to	him.	He	lay	in	wait	for
Dustfinger	on	his	way	to	Roxane,	with	two	other	men,	who	held	him	down	while	Basta	cut	his	face.

“You	didn’t	marry	again	after	your	husband	died?”	You	 fool,	he	 thought,	 are	you	 jealous	of	a	dead
man?

“No,	the	only	man	on	this	farm	is	Jehan.”
The	boy	appeared	in	the	doorway	as	suddenly	as	if	he	had	been	listening	behind	it,	just	waiting	for	his

name	to	be	spoken.	Without	a	word	he	made	his	way	past	Dustfinger	and	sat	down	on	the	bench.
“The	flowers	are	even	bigger	now,”	he	said.
“Did	you	burn	your	fingers	on	them?”
“Only	a	little.”
Roxane	pushed	a	 jug	of	cold	water	over	 to	him.	“Here,	dip	 them	in	 that.	And	 if	 it	doesn’t	help	 I’ll

break	an	egg	for	you.	There’s	nothing	better	for	burns	than	a	little	egg	white.”
Jehan	obediently	put	his	fingers	in	the	jug,	still	looking	at	Dustfinger.	“Doesn’t	he	ever	burn	himself?”

he	asked	his	mother.
Roxane	had	to	smile.	“No,	never.	Fire	loves	him.	It	licks	his	fingers,	it	kisses	him.”
Jehan	looked	at	Dustfinger	as	if	his	mother	had	said	that	fairy	and	not	human	blood	ran	in	his	veins.
“Careful,	she’s	teasing	you!”	said	Dustfinger.	“Of	course	it	bites	me,	too.”
“Those	scars	on	your	face	-	they	weren’t	made	by	fire?”
“No.”	Dustfinger	helped	himself	to	more	bread.	“This	woman,	Violante,”	he	said.	“Cloud-Dancer	told

me	the	Adderhead	is	her	father.	Does	she	hate	the	strolling	players	as	much	as	he	does?”
“No.”	Roxane	 ran	 her	 fingers	 through	 Jehan’s	 black	 hair.	 “If	Violante	 hates	 anyone,	 it’s	 her	 father

himself.	She	was	seven	when	he	sent	her	here.	She	was	married	to	Cosimo	when	she	was	twelve,	and	six
years	 later	 she	 was	 a	 widow.	 Now	 there	 she	 sits	 in	 her	 father-in-law’s	 castle,	 trying	 to	 care	 for	 his
subjects,	as	he	has	long	neglected	to	do	in	his	mourning	for	his	son.	Violante	feels	for	the	weak.	Beggars,
cripples,	 widows	 with	 hungry	 children,	 peasants	 who	 can’t	 pay	 their	 taxes	 -	 they	 all	 go	 to	 her,	 but



Violante	is	a	woman.	Any	power	she	has	is	only	because	everyone’s	afraid	of	her	father,	even	on	this	side
of	the	forest.”

“Brianna	 likes	 it	 at	 the	 castle.”	 Jehan	 wiped	 his	 wet	 fingers	 on	 his	 trousers	 and	 looked	 at	 their
reddened	tips	with	concern.

Roxane	dipped	his	fingers	back	in	the	cold	water.	“Yes,	I’m	afraid	so,”	she	said.	“Our	daughter	likes
to	wear	Violante’s	cast-off	clothes,	sleep	in	a	soft	four-poster	bed,	and	have	the	fine	folk	at	court	pay	her
compliments.	But	I	don’t	care	for	it,	and	she	knows	I	don’t.”

“The	Ugly	Lady	sends	for	me,	 too,	sometimes!”	There	was	no	mistaking	the	pride	in	Jehan’s	voice.
“To	play	with	her	son.	Jacopo	pesters	her	and	Brianna	when	they’re	reading,	and	no	one	else	will	play
with	 him	because	 he	 always	 starts	 screaming	when	 you	 have	 a	 fight	with	 him…and	when	 he	 loses	 he
shouts	that	he’s	going	to	have	your	head	chopped	off!”

“You	let	him	play	with	a	prince’s	brat?”	Dustfinger	cast	Roxane	an	anxious	glance.	“Whatever	their
age,	princes	are	never	friends	to	anyone.	Have	you	forgotten	that?	And	the	same	is	true	of	their	daughters,
especially	if	the	Adderhead	is	their	father.”

Roxane	made	her	way	past	him	in	silence.	“You	don’t	have	to	remind	me	what	princes	are	like,”	she
said.	“Your	daughter	is	fifteen	years	old	now;	it’s	a	long	time	since	she	took	any	advice	from	me.	But	who
knows,	 maybe	 she’ll	 listen	 to	 her	 father,	 even	 if	 she	 hasn’t	 seen	 him	 for	 ten	 years.	 Next	 Sunday	 the
Laughing	Prince	is	holding	festivities	to	celebrate	his	grandson’s	birthday.	A	good	fire-eater	is	sure	to	be
welcome	at	the	castle,	since	Sootbird	is	the	only	one	they’ve	had	to	entertain	them	all	these	years.”	She
stopped	in	the	open	doorway.	“Come	along,	Jehan,”	she	said,	“your	fingers	don’t	look	too	bad,	and	there’s
plenty	of	work	still	to	do.”

The	boy	obeyed	without	protest.	At	the	door	he	cast	a	last,	curious	look	at	Dustfinger,	then	ran	off	-
and	Dustfinger	was	left	alone	in	the	little	house.	He	looked	at	the	pots	and	pans	near	the	fire,	the	wooden
bowls,	the	spinning	wheel	in	the	corner,	and	the	chest	that	spoke	of	Roxane’s	past.	Yes,	it	was	a	simple
house,	 not	 much	 bigger	 than	 a	 charcoal-burner’s	 hut,	 but	 it	 was	 a	 home	 -	 something	 that	 Roxane	 had
always	wanted.	She	had	never	 liked	 to	have	only	 the	sky	above	her	by	night…even	 if	he	made	 the	fire
grow	flowers	for	her,	flowers	to	watch	over	her	sleep.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
9	Meggie	Reads

“Don’t	ask	where	the	rest	of	this	book	is!”	It	is	a	shrill	cry	that	comes	from	an	undefined	spot	among
the	shelves.	“All	books	continue	in	the	beyond	…”

Italo	Calvino,	If	on	a	Winter’s	Night	a	Traveler
When	all	was	quiet	in	Elinor’s	house,	and	the	garden	was	bright	in	the	moonlight,	Meggie	put	on	the

dress	 that	Resa	had	made	 for	her.	Several	months	 ago,	 she	had	 asked	her	mother	what	 kind	of	 clothes
women	wore	in	the	Inkworld.

“Which	 women?”	 Resa	 had	 inquired.	 “Farmers’	 wives?	 Strolling	 players?	 Princes’	 daughters?
Maidservants?”

“What	did	you	wear?”	Meggie	asked,	and	Resa	had	gone	into	the	nearest	town	with	Darius	and	bought
some	dress	material	there:	plain,	coarsely	woven	red	fabric.	Then	she	had	asked	Elinor	to	bring	the	old
sewing	machine	up	 from	 the	 cellar.	 “That’s	 the	 sort	 of	 dress	 I	wore	when	 I	was	 living	 in	Capricorn’s
fortress	as	a	maid,”	her	hands	had	said,	putting	 the	 finished	dress	over	Meggie’s	head.	“It	would	have
been	 too	 fine	 for	 a	 peasant	 woman,	 but	 it	 was	 just	 about	 good	 enough	 for	 a	 rich	 man’s	 servant,	 and
Mortola	was	very	keen	 that	we	shouldn’t	be	much	worse	dressed	 than	 the	prince’s	maids	 -	even	 if	we
only	served	a	gang	of	fire-raisers.”

Meggie	 stood	 in	 front	 of	 her	wardrobe	mirror	 and	 examined	 herself	 in	 the	 dull	 glass.	 She	 looked
strange	 to	 herself.	 And	 she’d	 be	 a	 stranger	 in	 the	 Inkworld,	 too;	 a	 dress	 alone	 couldn’t	 alter	 that.	 A
stranger,	 just	 as	 Dustfinger	 was	 here,	 she	 thought	 -	 and	 she	 remembered	 the	 unhappiness	 in	 his	 eyes.
Nonsense,	 she	 told	 herself	 crossly,	 pushing	 back	 her	 smooth	 hair.	 I’m	 not	 planning	 to	 spend	 ten	 years
there.

The	sleeves	of	 the	dress	were	already	a	 little	 too	short,	and	it	was	stretched	tight	over	her	breasts,
too.	 “Good	 heavens,	 Meggie!”	 Elinor	 had	 exclaimed	 when	 she	 realized,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 that	 they
weren’t	as	flat	as	the	cover	of	a	book	anymore.	“Well,	I	imagine	your	Pippi	Longstocking	days	are	over
now!”

They	hadn’t	found	anything	suitable	for	Farid	to	wear,	not	in	the	attic	or	in	the	trunks	of	clothes	down
in	 the	cellar	 that	 smelled	of	mothballs	 and	cigar	 smoke,	but	he	didn’t	 seem	 to	mind.	 “Who	cares?	 If	 it
works	we’ll	start	out	in	the	forest,”	he	said.	“No	one	will	be	interested	in	my	jeans	there,	and	as	soon	as
we	come	to	a	village	or	town	I’ll	steal	myself	something	to	wear!”

Everything	always	seemed	so	simple	to	him.	He	couldn’t	understand	that	Meggie	felt	guilty	because	of
Mo	and	Resa	any	more	than	he	understood	her	anxiety	to	find	the	right	clothes.	When	she	confessed	that
she	 could	 hardly	 look	Mo	 and	 her	mother	 in	 the	 eye	 after	 deciding	 to	 go	with	 him,	 he	 had	 just	 asked
“Why?”,	looking	at	her	blankly.	“You’re	thirteen!	Surely	they’d	be	marrying	you	off	to	someone	quite	soon
anyway?”

“Marrying	me	off?”	Meggie	had	 felt	 the	blood	 rise	 to	her	 face.	But	how	could	 she	 talk	 about	 such
things	to	a	boy	out	of	a	story	in	the	Thousand	and	One	Nights,	where	all	women	were	servants	or	slave
girls	-	or	lived	in	a	harem?

“Anyway,”	added	Farid,	kindly	ignoring	the	fact	that	she	was	still	blushing,	“you’re	not	intending	to
stay	very	long,	are	you?”

No,	she	wasn’t.	She	wanted	to	taste	and	smell	and	feel	the	Inkworld,	see	fairies	and	princes	-	and	then
come	home	again	to	Mo	and	Resa,	Elinor	and	Darius.	There	was	just	one	problem:	The	words	Orpheus



had	written	might	take	her	into	Dustfinger’s	story,	but	they	couldn’t	bring	her	back.	Only	one	person	could
write	her	back	again	-	Fenoglio,	the	inventor	of	the	world	she	wanted	to	visit,	the	creator	of	glass	men	and
blue-skinned	fairies,	of	Dustfinger	and	Basta,	too.	Yes,	only	Fenoglio	could	help	her	to	return.	Every	time
Meggie	thought	of	that,	her	courage	drained	away	and	she	felt	like	canceling	the	whole	plan,	striking	out
those	three	little	words	she	had	added	to	what	Orpheus	had	written:	“…	and	the	girl.”

Suppose	she	couldn’t	find	Fenoglio,	suppose	he	wasn’t	even	in	his	own	story	anymore?	Oh,	come	on!
He	must	still	be	there,	she	told	herself	whenever	that	thought	made	her	heart	beat	faster.	He	can’t	simply
write	himself	back,	not	without	someone	to	read	what	he’s	written	aloud!	But	suppose	Fenoglio	had	found
another	reader	there,	someone	like	Orpheus	or	Darius?	The	gift	didn’t	seem	to	be	unique,	as	she	and	Mo
had	once	thought.

No,	he’s	still	there!	I’m	sure	he	is!	thought	Meggie	for	the	hundredth	time,	reading	her	good-bye	letter
to	Mo	and	Resa	once	more.	She	herself	didn’t	know	why	she	had	chosen	to	write	it	on	the	letterhead	that
she	and	Mo	had	designed	together.	That	was	hardly	going	to	mollify	him.

Dearest	Mo,	dear	Resa.	Meggie	knew	the	words	by	heart.
Please	don’t	worry.	Farid	has	to	find	Dustfinger	to	warn	him	about	Basta,	and	I’m	going,	too.	I	won’t

stay	long,	I	just	want	to	see	the	Wayless	Wood,	the	Laughing	Prince,	and	Cosimo	the	Fair,	and	perhaps	the
Black	Prince	and	Cloud-Dancer.	I	want	to	see	the	fairies	again,	and	the	glass	men	-	and	Fenoglio.	He’ll
write	me	back	here.	You	know	he	can	do	it,	so	don’t	worry.	Capricorn	isn’t	in	the	Inkworld	anymore,	after
all.

See	you	soon,	lots	of	love	and	kisses,	Meggie.
P.S.	I’ll	bring	you	back	a	book,	Mo.	Apparently,	there	are	wonderful	books	there,	handwritten	books

full	of	pictures,	like	the	ones	in	Elinor’s	glass	cases.	Only	even	better.	Please	don’t	be	angry.
She	had	torn	up	this	letter	and	rewritten	it	 three	times,	but	that	had	made	matters	no	better.	Because

she	knew	that	there	were	no	words	that	could	stop	Mo	from	being	angry	with	her	and	Resa	from	weeping
with	anxiety	-	the	way	she	did	the	day	Meggie	came	home	from	school	two	hours	later	than	usual.	She	put
the	letter	on	her	pillow	-	they	couldn’t	miss	seeing	it	there	-	and	went	over	to	the	mirror	again.	Meggie,
she	thought,	what	are	you	doing?	What	do	you	think	you’re	doing?	But	her	reflection	did	not	reply.

When	she	let	Farid	into	her	room	just	after	midnight	he	was	surprised	to	see	her	dress.	“I	don’t	have
shoes	 to	 go	with	 it,”	 she	 said.	 “But	 luckily	 it’s	 quite	 long,	 and	 I	 don’t	 think	my	 boots	 show	much,	 do
they?”

Farid	just	nodded.	“It	looks	lovely,”	he	murmured	awkwardly.
Meggie	 locked	 the	 door	 after	 letting	 him	 in,	 and	 took	 the	 key	 out	 of	 the	 lock	 so	 that	 it	 could	 be

unlocked	again	from	outside.	Elinor	had	a	second	key,	and	though	she	probably	wouldn’t	be	able	to	find	it
at	first,	Darius	would	know	where	it	was.	Meggie	glanced	at	the	letter	on	her	pillow	once	more…

Over	his	shoulder,	Farid	had	the	backpack	she	had	found	in	Elinor’s	attic.	“Oh,	he’s	welcome	to	it,”
Elinor	had	said	when	Meggie	asked	her.	“It	once	belonged	to	an	uncle	of	mine.	I	hated	him!	The	boy	can
put	that	smelly	marten	in	it.	I	like	the	idea!”

The	marten!	Meggie’s	heart	missed	a	beat.
Farid	didn’t	know	why	Dustfinger	had	 left	Gwin	behind,	 and	Meggie	hadn’t	 told	him,	although	she

knew	the	reason	only	too	well.	She	herself,	after	all,	had	told	Dustfinger	what	part	the	marten	was	to	play
in	his	story.	He	was	to	die	a	dreadful,	violent	death	because	of	Gwin	-	if	what	Fenoglio	had	written	came
true.

But	Farid	just	shook	his	head	sadly	when	she	asked	him	about	the	marten.	“He’s	gone,”	said	the	boy.
“I	tied	him	up	in	the	garden,	because	the	bookworm	woman	kept	on	at	me	about	her	birds,	but	he	gnawed
through	the	rope.	I’ve	looked	for	him	everywhere,	but	I	just	can’t	find	him!”

Clever	Gwin.
“He’ll	have	to	stay	here,”	said	Meggie.	“Orpheus	didn’t	write	anything	about	him,	and	Resa	will	look



after	him.	She	likes	him.”
Farid	nodded	and	glanced	unhappily	at	the	window,	but	he	didn’t	contradict	her.
The	Wayless	Wood	-	that	was	where	Orpheus’s	words	would	take	them.	Farid	knew	where	Dustfinger

had	meant	to	go	after	arriving	in	the	forest:	to	Ombra,	where	the	Laughing	Prince’s	castle	stood.	And	that
was	where	Meggie	hoped	to	find	Fenoglio,	too.	He	had	often	told	her	about	Ombra	when	they	were	both
Capricorn’s	 prisoners.	 One	 night,	 when	 neither	 of	 them	 could	 sleep	 because	 Capricorn’s	 men	 were
shooting	 at	 stray	 cats	 outside	 again,	Fenoglio	 had	whispered	 to	Meggie,	 “If	 I	 could	 choose	 to	 see	 one
place	in	the	Inkworld,	then	it	would	be	Ombra.	After	all,	the	Laughing	Prince	is	a	great	lover	of	books,
which	can	hardly	be	said	of	his	adversary	the	Adderhead.	Yes,	 life	must	surely	be	good	for	a	writer	in
Ombra.	A	room	in	an	attic	somewhere,	perhaps	in	the	alley	where	the	cobblers	and	saddlers	work	-	their
trades	don’t	smell	too	bad	-	and	a	glass	man	to	sharpen	my	quills,	a	few	fairies	over	my	bed,	and	I	could
look	down	into	the	alley	through	my	window	and	see	all	life	pass	by.	…”

“What	are	you	taking	with	you?”	Farid’s	voice	startled	Meggie	out	of	her	thoughts.	“You	know	we’re
not	supposed	to	bring	too	much.”

“Of	course	I	know.”	Did	he	think	that	just	because	she	was	a	girl	she	needed	a	dozen	dresses?	All	she
was	going	to	carry	was	the	old	leather	bag	that	had	always	gone	with	her	and	Mo	on	their	travels	when
she	 was	 little.	 It	 would	 remind	 her	 of	 Mo,	 and	 she	 hoped	 that	 in	 the	 Inkworld	 it	 would	 be	 as
inconspicuous	as	her	dress.	But	the	things	she’d	stuffed	into	it	would	certainly	attract	attention	if	anyone
saw	them:	a	hairbrush	made	of	plastic,	modern	 like	 the	buttons	on	 the	cardigan	she	had	packed;	also	a
couple	of	pencils,	a	penknife,	a	photograph	of	her	parents,	and	one	of	Elinor.	She	had	thought	hard	about
what	book	to	take.	Going	without	one	would	have	seemed	to	her	like	setting	off	naked,	but	it	mustn’t	be	a
heavy	book,	so	it	had	to	be	a	paperback.	“Books	in	beach	clothes,”	Mo	called	them,	“badly	dressed	for
most	 occasions	 but	 useful	 when	 you’re	 on	 vacation.”	 Elinor	 didn’t	 have	 a	 single	 paperback	 on	 her
shelves,	but	Meggie	herself	owned	a	few.	In	the	end	she	had	decided	on	one	that	Resa	had	given	her,	a
collection	of	stories	set	near	 the	 lake	 that	 lay	close	 to	Elinor’s	house.	That	way	she	would	be	 taking	a
little	bit	 of	home	with	her	 -	 for	Elinor’s	house	was	her	home	now,	more	 than	anywhere	 else	had	ever
been.	And	who	knew,	maybe	Fenoglio	would	be	able	to	use	the	words	in	it	to	write	her	back	again,	back
into	her	own	story…

Farid	had	gone	to	the	window.	It	was	open,	and	a	cool	wind	was	blowing	into	the	room,	moving	the
curtains	that	Resa	had	made.	Meggie	shivered	in	her	new	dress.	The	nights	were	still	very	mild,	but	what
would	the	season	be	in	the	Inkworld?	Perhaps	it	was	winter	there…

“I	ought	to	say	good-bye	to	him,	at	least,”	murmured	Farid.	“Gwin!”	he	called	softly	into	the	night	air,
clicking	his	tongue.

Meggie	quickly	pulled	him	away	from	the	window.	“Don’t	do	 that!”	she	snapped.	“Do	you	want	 to
wake	up	everyone?	I’ve	already	told	you,	Gwin	will	be	fine	here.	He’s	probably	found	a	female	marten
by	now.	There	 are	 a	 few	around	 the	place.	Elinor’s	 always	afraid	 they’ll	 eat	 the	nightingale	 that	 sings
outside	her	​window	in	the	evening.”

Farid	looked	very	unhappy,	but	he	stepped	back	from	the	window.	“Why	are	you	leaving	it	open?”	he
asked.	“Suppose	Basta	…”	He	didn’t	finish	his	sentence.

“Elinor’s	alarm	system	works	even	if	there’s	an	open	window,”	was	all	Meggie	said,	while	she	put
the	notebook	Mo	had	given	her	in	her	bag.	There	was	a	reason	why	she	didn’t	want	to	close	the	window.
One	night	 in	 a	hotel	by	 the	 sea,	not	 far	 from	Capricorn’s	village,	 she	had	persuaded	Mo	 to	 read	her	 a
poem.	A	 poem	 about	 a	moon-bird	 asleep	 in	 a	 peppermint	wind.	Next	morning	 the	 bird	was	 fluttering
against	the	window	of	their	hotel	bedroom,	and	Meggie	couldn’t	forget	how	its	little	head	kept	colliding
with	the	glass	again	and	again.	Her	window	must	stay	open.

“We’d	better	sit	close	to	each	other	on	the	sofa,”	she	said.	“And	sling	your	backpack	over	your	back.”
Farid	obeyed.	He	 sat	 down	on	 the	 sofa	 as	hesitantly	 as	he	had	on	her	 chair.	 It	was	 an	old,	 velvet,



button-backed	sofa	with	tassels,	its	pale	green	upholstery	very	worn.	“You	need	somewhere	comfortable
to	sit	and	read,”	Elinor	had	said	when	she	asked	Darius	to	put	it	in	Meggie’s	room.	What	would	Elinor
say	when	she	found	that	Meggie	had	gone?	Would	she	understand?	She’ll	probably	swear	a	lot,	 thought
Meggie,	kneeling	beside	her	school	bag.	And	then	she’ll	say,	“Damn	it,	why	didn’t	the	silly	girl	take	me,
too?”	That	would	be	Elinor	all	over.	Meggie	suddenly	wanted	to	see	her	again,	but	she	tried	not	to	think
of	any	of	them	anymore	-	not	Elinor	or	Resa	or	Mo.	Particularly	not	Mo,	for	she	might	have	only	too	clear
an	idea	of	what	he’d	look	like	when	he	found	her	letter…No,	stop	it,	she	told	herself.

She	 quickly	 reached	 into	 her	 schoolbag	 and	 took	 out	 her	 geography	 book.	 The	 sheet	 of	 paper	 that
Farid	had	brought	with	him	was	in	there,	beside	her	own	copy	of	it,	but	Meggie	took	out	only	the	copy	in
her	own	handwriting.	Farid	moved	aside	as	she	sat	down	next	to	him,	and	for	a	moment	Meggie	thought
she	saw	something	like	fear	in	his	eyes.

“What’s	the	matter?”	she	asked.	“Have	you	changed	your	mind?”
But	he	shook	his	head.	“No.	It’s	just	…	it	hasn’t	ever	happened	to	you,	has	it?”
“What?”	For	 the	 first	 time	Meggie	noticed	 that	he	had	a	beard	coming.	 It	 looked	odd	on	his	young

face.
“Well,	what	-	what	happened	to	Darius.”
All,	that	was	it.	He	was	afraid	of	arriving	in	Dustfinger’s	world	with	a	twisted	face,	or	a	stiff	leg,	or

mute	like	Resa.
“No,	of	course	not!”	Meggie	couldn’t	help	the	note	of	injury	that	crept	into	her	voice.	Although	-	could

she	 really	 be	 sure	 that	 Fenoglio	 had	 arrived	 unharmed	 on	 the	 other	 side?	 Fenoglio,	 the	 Steadfast	 Tin
Soldier…	she	had	never	seen	people	again	after	 sending	 them	away	 into	 the	 letters	on	 the	page.	She’d
seen	only	those	who	came	out	of	the	pages.	Never	mind.	Don’t	think	so	much,	Meggie.	Read,	or	you	may
lose	courage	before	you	even	feel	the	first	word	on	your	tongue.	…

Farid	cleared	his	throat,	as	if	he,	and	not	Meggie,	must	start	reading.
So	what	was	 she	waiting	 for?	Did	 she	 expect	Mo	 to	 knock	 on	 her	 door	 and	wonder	why	 she	 had

locked	 it?	All	 had	 been	 quiet	 next	 door	 for	 some	 time.	Her	 parents	were	 asleep.	Don’t	 think	 of	 them,
Meggie!	Don’t	think	of	Mo	or	Resa	or	Elinor,	just	think	of	the	words	-	and	the	place	where	you	want	them
to	take	you.	A	place	of	marvels	and	adventures,

Meggie	looked	at	the	letters	on	the	page,	black	and	carefully	shaped.	She	tried	the	taste	of	the	first	few
syllables	on	her	tongue,	tried	to	picture	the	world	of	which	the	words	whispered,	the	trees,	the	birds,	the
strange	sky…Then	she	began	to	read.	Her	heart	was	thudding	almost	as	violently	as	it	had	on	the	night	she
‘	had	been	meant	to	use	her	voice	to	kill.	Yet	this	time	she	had	to	do	so	much	less.	She	had	only	to	open	a
door,	nothing	but	a	door	between	the	words,	just	large	enough	for	her	and	Farid	to	pass	through…

A	fresh	fragrance	rose	to	her	nostrils,	the	scent	of	thousands	and	thousands	of	leaves.	Then	everything
disappeared:	her	desk,	the	lamp	beside	her,	the	open	window.	The	last	thing	that	Meggie	saw	was	Gwin,
sitting	on	the	windowsill,	snuffling	and	looking	at	them.
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10	The	Inkworld

Thus	sharply	did	 the	 terrified	 three	 learn	 the	difference	between	an	 island	of	make-believe	and	 the
same	island	come	true.

J.	M.	Barrie,	Peter	Pan
It	was	 bright.	 Sunlight	 filtered	 through	 countless	 leaves.	 Shadows	 danced	 on	 a	 nearby	 pool,	 and	 a

swarm	of	tiny	red	elves	was	whirring	above	the	dark	water.
I	can	do	it!	That	was	Meggie’s	first	thought	when	she	sensed	that	the	letters	on	the	page	really	had	let

her	through	and	she	wasn’t	in	Elinor’s	house	anymore,	but	somewhere	very,	very	different.	I	can	do	it.	I
can	read	myself	into	a	story.	She	really	had	slipped	through	the	words,	as	she’d	so	often	done	in	her	mind.
But	this	time	she	wouldn’t	have	to	slip	into	the	skin	of	a	character	in	the	story	-	no,	this	time	she	would	be
in	the	story	herself,	part	of	it.	Her	very	own	self.	Meggie.	Not	even	that	man	Orpheus	had	done	it.	He	had
read	Dustfinger	home,	but	he	couldn’t	read	himself	into	the	book,	right	into	it.	No	one	but	Meggie	had	ever
done	it	before,	not	Orpheus,	not	Darius,	not	Mo.

Mo.
Meggie	 looked	around	almost	 as	 if	 she	hoped	he	might	be	 standing	behind	her,	 as	usual	when	 they

were	in	a	strange	place.	But	only	Farid	was	there,	looking	around	as	incredulously	as	she	was.	Elinor’s
house	was	far,	far	away.	Her	parents	were	gone.	And	there	was	no	way	back.

Quite	suddenly,	Meggie	felt	fear	rise	in	her	like	black,	brackish	water.	She	felt	lost,	terribly	lost,	felt	it
in	every	part	of	her.	She	didn’t	belong	here!	What	had	she	done?

She	stared	at	the	paper	in	her	hand,	so	useless	now,	the	bait	she	had	swallowed.	Fenoglio’s	story	had
caught	her.	The	sense	of	triumph	that	had	carried	her	away	just	now	was	gone	as	if	it	had	never	been.	Fear
had	extinguished	it,	fear	that	she	had	made	a	terrible	mistake	and	it	could	never	be	put	right.	Meggie	tried
desperately	 to	 find	 some	other	 feeling	 in	her	 heart,	 but	 there	was	nothing,	 not	 even	 curiosity	 about	 the
world	now	surrounding	her.	I	want	to	go	back!	That	was	all	she	could	think.

But	Farid	turned	to	her	and	smiled.
“Look	at	those	trees,	Meggie!”	he	said.	“They	really	do	grow	right	up	to	the	sky.	Look	at	them!”
He	ran	his	fingers	over	his	face,	felt	his	nose	and	mouth,	looked	down	at	himself,	and	on	realizing	that

he	was	obviously	entirely	unharmed	began	leaping	around	like	a	grasshopper.	He	made	his	way	over	the
tree	roots	that	wound	through	the	moss	that	grew	thick	and	soft	between	them,	jumped	from	root	to	root	-
and	 then	 turned	around	and	around,	 laughing,	 arms	outstretched,	until	 he	was	dizzy	and	 staggered	back
against	the	nearest	tree.	Still	laughing,	he	leaned	against	its	trunk,	which	was	so	vast	that	five	grown	men
with	their	arms	stretched	out	could	hardly	have	encompassed	it,	and	looked	up	into	the	tangle	of	twigs	and
branches.

“You	did	it,	Meggie!”	he	cried.	“You	did	it!	Hear	that,	Cheeseface?”	he	shouted	at	the	trees.	“She	can
do	it,	using	your	words.	She	can	do	what	you’ve	tried	thousands	of	times!	She	can	do	it,	and	you	can’t!”
He	laughed	again,	as	gleefully	as	a	small	child.	Until	he	noticed	that	Meggie	was	perfectly	silent.

“What’s	the	matter?”	he	asked,	indicating	her	mouth	in	alarm.	“You	haven’t…?”
Lost	her	voice,	 like	her	mother?	Had	she?	Her	tongue	felt	heavy,	but	the	words	came	out.	“No.	No,

I’m	all	right.”
Farid	smiled	with	relief.	His	carefree	mood	soothed	Meggie’s	fears,	and	for	the	first	time	she	really

looked	around	her.	They	were	in	a	valley,	a	broad,	densely	wooded	valley	among	hills	with	trees	standing



so	close	together	on	their	slopes	that	the	crowns	grew	into	one	another.	Chestnut	and	oak	on	the	hillsides,
ash	 and	 poplar	 farther	 down,	mingling	 their	 leaves	 with	 the	 silvery	 foliage	 of	 willows.	 The	Wayless
Wood	deserved	its	name.	It	seemed	to	have	no	end	and	no	beginning,	like	a	green	sea	where	you	could
drown	as	easily	as	in	the	wet	and	salty	waves	of	its	sister	the	ocean.

“Isn’t	this	incredible?	Isn’t	it	amazingly	wonderful?”	Farid	laughed	so	exuberantly	that	an	animal	of
some	kind,	invisible	among	the	leaves,	snarled	angrily	down	at	them.	“Dustfinger	told	me	about	it,	but	it’s
even	better	 than	he	 said.	How	can	 there	be	 so	many	different	kinds	of	 leaves?	And	 just	 look	at	all	 the
flowers	and	berries!	We	won’t	starve	here!”	Farid	picked	a	berry,	round	and	blue-black,	sniffed	it,	and
put	it	in	his	mouth.	“I	once	knew	an	old	man,”	he	said,	wiping	the	juice	from	his	lips,	“who	used	to	tell
stories	at	night	by	the	fire.	Stories	about	paradise.	This	is	just	how	he	described	it:	carpets	of	moss,	pools
of	cool	water,	flowers	and	sweet	berries	everywhere,	trees	growing	up	to	the	sky,	and	the	voices	of	their
leaves	speaking	to	the	wind	above	you.	Can	you	hear	them?”

Yes,	Meggie	could.	And	she	could	see	elves,	swarms	of	them,	tiny	creatures	with	red	skins.	Resa	had
told	her	about	them.	They	were	swirling	like	midges	above	a	pool	of	water,	only	a	few	steps	away,	which
reflected	the	leaves	of	 the	trees.	It	was	surrounded	by	bushes	that	bore	red	flowers,	and	the	water	was
covered	with	their	faded	petals.

Meggie	 couldn’t	 see	 any	 blue	 fairies,	 but	 she	 did	 see	 butterflies,	 bees,	 birds,	 spiders’	 webs	 still
silvery	with	dew	although	the	sun	was	high	in	the	sky,	lizards,	rabbits…There	was	a	rustling	and	a	rushing
all	 around	 them,	 a	 crackling	 and	 a	 scratching	 and	 a	 pulsing;	 there	 was	 a	 hissing	 and	 a	 cooing	 and	 a
chirping.	This	world	seemed	to	be	bursting	with	life,	and	yet	it	seemed	quiet	as	well,	wonderfully	quiet,
as	if	time	didn’t	exist,	as	if	there	were	no	beginning	or	end	to	the	present	moment.

“Do	you	think	he	came	here,	too?”	Farid	looked	around	wistfully,	as	if	hoping	that	Dustfinger	would
appear	among	the	trees	at	any	moment.	“Yes,	of	course.	Orpheus	must	have	read	him	to	this	very	place,
don’t	you	think?	He	told	me	about	that	pool,	and	the	red	elves,	and	the	tree	over	there	with	the	pale	bark
where	you	can	find	their	nests.	‘And	then	you	must	follow	a	stream,’	he	said,	‘a	stream	going	north.	For	in
the	south	lies	Argenta	where	the	Adderhead	rules,	and	you’ll	be	hanged	from	a	gallows	there	quicker	than
you	 can	 say	 your	 name.’	But	 I’d	 better	 take	 a	 look	 from	 up	 there!”	Quick	 as	 a	 squirrel,	 he	 climbed	 a
sapling,	and	before	Meggie	knew	it	he	had	caught	hold	of	a	woody	vine	and	was	hauling	himself	up	to	the
top	of	a	gigantic	tree.

“What	are	you	doing?”	she	called	after	him.
“You	can	always	see	more	from	farther	up!”
Farid	 was	 hardly	 visible	 among	 the	 branches	 now.	 Meggie	 folded	 up	 the	 sheet	 of	 paper	 with

Orpheus’s	words	on	it	and	put	it	in	her	bag.	She	didn’t	want	to	see	the	letters	anymore;	they	seemed	to	her
like	 poisonous	 beetles,	 like	Alice	 in	Wonderland’s	 bottle	 saying,	 “Drink	me!”	Her	 fingers	 touched	 the
notebook	with	its	marbled	paper	cover,	and	suddenly	she	had	tears	in	her	eyes.

“When	you	come	to	a	charcoal-burner’s	hut,	Dustfinger	said,	then	you	know	you’re	out	of	the	Wayless
Wood.”	Farid’s	voice	came	down	to	her	like	the	sound	of	a	strange	bird.	“I	remember	every	word	he	said.
If	I	want	them	to,	words	stick	in	my	memory	like	flies	sticking	to	resin.	I	don’t	need	paper	to	put	them	on,
not	me!	You	just	have	to	find	the	charcoal-burners	and	the	black	patches	they	leave	on	the	forest	floor,	he
said,	and	then	you	know	the	world	of	humans	isn’t	far	off.	Follow	the	stream	that	springs	from	the	water-
nymphs’	pool.	It	will	lead	you	straight	to	Lombrica	and	the	Laughing	Prince’s	realm.	Soon	you’ll	see	his
castle	 on	 the	 eastern	 slope	 of	 a	 hill,	 high	 above	 a	 river.	 It’s	 gray	 as	 a	wasp’s	 nest,	 and	 the	 city	 is	 all
around	it,	with	a	marketplace	where	you	can	breathe	fire	right	up	to	the	sky.	…”

Meggie	was	kneeling	among	the	flowers	-	violets	and	purple	bellflowers	-	most	of	them	fading	now,
but	they	were	still	fragrant	and	smelled	so	sweet	that	she	felt	dizzy.	A	wasp	was	zooming	around	among
them	-	or	did	it	just	look	like	a	wasp?	How	much	had	Fenoglio	copied	from	his	own	world	and	how	much
had	he	made	up?	It	all	seemed	so	familiar	and	yet	so	strange.



“Isn’t	 it	 lucky	he	 told	me	 about	 everything	 in	 such	detail?”	Meggie	 saw	Farid’s	 bare	 feet.	He	was
swinging	through	the	leaves	at	a	dizzy	height.	“Dustfinger	often	couldn’t	sleep	at	night.	He	was	afraid	of
his	 dreams.	 I	 used	 to	wake	 him	 up	when	 they	were	 bad,	 and	 then	we	 sat	 by	 the	 fire	 and	 I	 asked	 him
questions.	I	do	that	very	well.	I’m	brilliant	at	asking	questions.	You	bet	I	am!”

Meggie	couldn’t	help	smiling	at	the	pride	in	his	voice.	She	looked	up	at	the	canopy	of	foliage	and	saw
that	the	leaves	were	turning	color,	as	they	had	been	in	Elinor’s	garden,	too.	Did	the	two	worlds	keep	time
with	each	other?	And	had	they	always	kept	time,	or	did	their	stories	become	inextricably	linked	only	on
the	day	when	Mo	brought	Capricorn,	Basta,	and	Dustfinger	from	one	into	the	other?	She	would	never	find
out	the	answer,	for	who	could	know?

There	was	a	 rustling	under	one	of	 the	bushes,	a	 thorny	shrub,	heavy	with	dark	berries.	Wolves	and
bears,	cats	with	dappled	fur	-	Resa	had	told	her	about	them,	too.	Involuntarily,	Meggie	stepped	back,	but
her	dress	caught	on	some	tall	thistles	white	with	their	own	downy	seed	heads.

“Farid?”	she	called,	angry	with	herself	when	she	heard	the	fear	in	her	voice.	“Farid!”
But	 he	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 hear	 her.	He	was	 still	 chattering	 away	 to	 himself	 high	 among	 the	 branches,

carefree	as	a	bird	in	the	sunshine,	while	she,	Meggie,	was	down	here	among	the	shadows.	Shadows	that
moved,	had	eyes,	growled…Was	that	a	snake?	She	freed	her	dress	with	such	a	violent	tug	that	it	tore,	and
stumbled	farther	back	until	she	came	up	against	the	rough	trunk	of	an	oak	tree.	The	snake	slid	past	quickly,
as	if	the	sight	of	Meggie	had	made	it	mortally	afraid,	too,	but	there	was	still	something	moving	under	the
bush,	and	finally	a	head	pushed	out	from	the	prickly	twigs.	It	was	furry	and	round-nosed,	and	it	had	tiny
horns	between	its	ears.

“No!”	whispered	Meggie.	“Oh	no!”
Gwin	stared	at	her	almost	reproachfully,	as	if	he	thought	it	was	her	fault	that	his	fur	was	full	of	fine

prickles.
Farid’s	 voice	 above	 her	was	more	 distinct	 now.	Obviously,	 he	was	 finally	 coming	 down	 from	his

lookout	post.	“No	hut,	no	castle,	nothing	in	sight!”	he	called.	“It’ll	be	a	few	days	before	we	get	out	of	this
forest,	 but	 that’s	 how	Dustfinger	 wanted	 it.	 He	 wanted	 to	 take	 his	 time	 coming	 back	 to	 the	 world	 of
humans.	I	think	he	was	almost	more	homesick	for	the	trees	and	fairies	than	for	other	people.	Well,	I	don’t
know	about	you	-	and	the	trees	are	beautiful,	very	beautiful	-	but	personally	I’d	like	to	see	the	castle,	too,
and	the	other	strolling	players,	and	the	men-at-arms.”

He	jumped	down	on	the	grass,	hopped	on	one	leg	through	the	carpet	of	blue	flowers	-	and	let	out	a	cry
of	delight	when	he	saw	the	marten.	“Gwin!	Oh,	I	knew	you’d	heard	me!	Gome	here,	you	son	of	a	devil	and
a	snake!	Won’t	Dustfinger	be	surprised	to	see	we’ve	brought	him	his	old	friend	after	all!”

Oh,	won’t	he	just!	thought	Meggie.	Fear	will	take	his	breath	away	-	he’ll	go	weak	at	the	knees.
The	marten	jumped	onto	Farid’s	knee	as	the	boy	crouched	down	in	the	grass,	and	affectionately	licked

his	chin.	He	would	have	bitten	anyone	else,	even	Dustfinger,	but	with	Farid	he	acted	like	a	young	kitten.
“Shoo	him	away,	Farid!”	Meggie’s	voice	sounded	sharper	than	she	had	intended.
“Shoo	him	away?”	Farid	laughed.	“What	are	you	talking	about?	Hear	that,	Gwin?	What	have	you	done

to	offend	her?	Left	a	dead	mouse	on	one	of	her	precious	books?”
“Shoo	him	away,	I	said!	He’ll	be	all	right	on	his	own,	you	know	he	will.	Please!”	she	added,	seeing

his	horrified	expression	as	he	looked	at	her.
Farid	 straightened	up,	 the	marten	 in	his	 arms.	His	 face	was	more	hostile	 than	 she	had	 ever	 seen	 it

before.	Gwin	 jumped	up	on	his	shoulder	and	stared	at	Meggie	as	 if	he	had	understood	every	word	she
said.	Very	well,	then,	she’d	just	have	to	tell	Farid	-	but	how?

“Didn’t	Dustfinger	tell	you?”
“Tell	me	what?”	He	looked	at	her	as	if	he’d	like	to	hit	her.
Above	them,	the	wind	blew	through	the	leaf	canopy	like	a	menacing	whisper.
“If	 you	 don’t	 shoo	 Gwin	 away,”	 said	 Meggie,	 although	 each	 word	 was	 difficult	 to	 utter,	 “then



Dustfinger	will.	And	he’ll	chase	you	away,	too.”
The	marten	was	still	staring	at	her.
“Why	would	he	do	a	thing	like	that?	You	don’t	like	him,	that’s	what	it	is.	You	never	liked	Dustfinger,

and	you	don’t	like	Gwin,	either.”
“That’s	 not	 true!	 You	 don’t	 understand!”	Meggie’s	 voice	 was	 loud	 and	 shrill.	 “He’s	 going	 to	 die

because	 of	 Gwin!	 Dustfinger	 dies,	 that’s	 how	 Fenoglio	 wrote	 the	 story!	 Perhaps	 it’s	 been	 changed,
perhaps	this	is	a	new	story	we’re	in	and	everything	in	the	book	is	just	a	pile	of	dead	words,	but	all	the
same	…”

Meggie	hadn’t	the	heart	to	go	on.	Farid	stood	there	shaking	his	head	again	and	again,	as	if	her	words
were	like	needles	digging	into	it,	hurting	him.

“He’s	going	to	die?”	His	voice	was	barely	audible.	“He	dies	in	the	book?”
How	 lost	 he	 looked	 standing	 there	with	 the	marten	 still	 perched	on	his	 shoulder!	He	 looked	 at	 the

trees	around	them	with	horror,	as	if	they	were	all	intent	on	killing	Dustfinger.	“But	-	but	if	I’d	known	that,”
he	 stammered,	 “I’d	 have	 torn	 up	 Cheeseface’s	 wretched	 piece	 of	 paper!	 I’d	 never	 have	 let	 him	 read
Dustfinger	back!”

Meggie	just	looked	at	him.	What	could	she	say?
“Who	kills	him?	Basta?”
Two	 squirrels	 were	 chasing	 around	 overhead.	 They	 had	 white	 spots	 as	 if	 someone	 had	 shaken	 a

paintbrush	over	them.	The	marten	wanted	to	go	after	them,	but	Farid	seized	his	tail	and	held	it	tight.
“One	of	Capricorn’s	men.	That’s	all	Fenoglio	wrote!”
“But	they’re	all	dead!”
“We	don’t	know	that.”	Meggie	would	have	been	only	 too	glad	 to	comfort	him,	but	she	didn’t	know

how.	“Suppose	they’re	still	alive	in	this	world?	And	even	if	they	aren’t	-	Mo	and	Darius	didn’t	read	all	of
them	out.	Some	are	still	sure	to	be	here.	Dustfinger	tries	to	save	Gwin	from	them,	and	they	kill	him.	That’s
what	it	says	in	the	book,	and	Dustfinger	knows	it.	That’s	why	he	left	the	marten	behind.”

“Yes,	so	he	did.”	Farid	looked	around	as	 if	seeking	some	solution,	a	way	he	could	send	the	marten
back	again.	Gwin	nuzzled	his	cheek	with	his	nose,	and	Meggie	saw	the	tears	in	Farid’s	eyes.

“Wait	here!”	he	said,	and	he	 turned	abruptly	and	went	off	with	 the	marten.	He	had	gone	only	a	few
paces	before	 the	forest	swallowed	him	up	 like	a	frog	swallowing	a	fly,	and	Meggie	stood	 there	on	her
own	among	the	flowers.	Some	of	them	grew	in	Elinor’s	garden,	too,	but	this	wasn’t	Elinor’s	garden.	This
wasn’t	even	the	same	world.	And	this	time	she	couldn’t	just	close	the	book	and	be	back	again:	back	in	her
own	room,	on	the	sofa	that	smelled	of	Elinor.	The	world	beyond	the	words	on	the	page	was	wide	-	hadn’t
she	always	known	it?	-	wide	enough	for	her	to	be	lost	there	forever.	Only	one	person	could	write	her	out
of	it	again	-	an	old	man	-	and	Meggie	didn’t	even	know	where	he	lived	in	this	world	he	had	created.	She
didn’t	even	know	if	he	was	still	alive.	Could	 this	world	 live	 if	 its	creator	was	dead?	Why	not?	Books
don’t	stop	existing	just	because	their	authors	have	died,	do	they?

What	have	I	done?	thought	Meggie	as	she	stood	there	waiting	for	Farid	to	come	back.	Oh	Mo,	what
have	I	done?	Can’t	you	fetch	me	back	again?



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
11	Gone

I	woke	up	and	knew	he	was	gone.	Straightaway	I	knew	he	was	gone.	When	you	love	somebody	you
know	these	things.

David	Almond,	Skellig
Mo	knew	at	once	 that	Meggie	was	gone.	He	knew	 it	 the	moment	he	knocked	on	her	door	and	only

silence	replied.	Resa	was	down	in	the	kitchen	with	Elinor,	laying	the	table	for	breakfast.	The	clink	of	the
plates	made	its	way	upstairs	 to	him,	but	he	hardly	heard	 it,	he	 just	stood	there	outside	 the	closed	door,
listening	 to	 his	 own	heart.	 It	was	beating	 far	 too	 loudly,	 far	 too	 fast.	 “Meggie?”	He	pressed	down	 the
handle,	but	the	door	was	locked.	Meggie	never	locked	her	door,	never.

His	heart	beat	even	faster,	as	if	to	choke	him.	The	silence	behind	the	door	sounded	terribly	familiar.
Just	such	a	silence	had	met	his	ears	once	before,	when	he	had	called	Resa’s	name	again	and	again.	He	had
waited	ten	years	for	an	answer.

Not	again,	please	God,	not	again.	Not	Meggie.
It	seemed	as	if	he	heard	the	book	whispering	on	the	other	side	of	the	door:	Fenoglio’s	accursed	story.

He	thought	he	heard	the	pages	rustling,	greedy	as	pale	teeth.
“Mortimer?”	Elinor	was	standing	behind	him.	“The	eggs	are	getting	cold.	Where	are	you	and	Meggie?

Oh	heavens!”	She	looked	at	his	face	with	concern	and	reached	for	his	hand.	“What’s	the	matter	with	you?
You’re	pale	as	death.”

“Do	you	have	a	spare	key	for	Meggie’s	door,	Elinor?”
She	 understood	 at	 once.	 Just	 like	 Mo,	 she	 guessed	 what	 had	 happened	 behind	 that	 locked	 door,

presumably	last	night	when	they	were	all	asleep.	She	pressed	his	hand.	Then	she	turned	without	a	word
and	hurried	downstairs.	But	Mo	just	stood	there	leaning	against	the	locked	door,	heard	Elinor	call	Darius
and	begin	to	search	for	the	key,	cursing,	and	he	stared	at	the	books	standing	side	by	side	on	her	shelves	all
down	the	long	corridor.	Resa	came	running	upstairs,	pale-faced.	Her	hands	fluttered	like	frightened	birds
as	she	asked	him	what	had	happened.	What	was	he	to	say?

“Can’t	you	imagine?	Haven’t	you	told	her	about	the	place	often	enough?”	He	tried	the	handle	again,	as
if	 that	could	change	anything.	Meggie	had	covered	the	whole	door	with	quotations.	They	looked	to	him
now	like	magic	spells	written	on	the	white	paint	in	a	childish	hand.	Take	me	to	another	world!	Go	on!	I
know	you	can	do	it.	My	father	has	shown	me	how.	Odd	that	your	heart	didn’t	simply	stop	when	it	hurt	so
much.	But	his	heart	hadn’t	stopped	ten	years	ago,	either,	when	the	words	on	the	page	swallowed	up	Resa.

Elinor	pushed	him	aside.	She	was	holding	the	key	in	her	trembling	fingers,	and	she	impatiently	put	it
in	 the	 lock.	Crossly,	 she	called	Meggie’s	name,	as	 if	 she,	 too,	hadn’t	guessed	 long	ago	 that	nothing	but
silence	waited	behind	that	door:	the	same	silence	as	on	the	night	that	had	taught	Mo	to	fear	his	own	voice.

He	was	 the	 last	 to	 enter	 the	 empty	 room,	 and	he	did	 so	hesitantly.	There	was	 a	 letter	 on	Meggie’s
pillow.	Dearest	Mo…He	didn’t	read	on;	he	didn’t	want	to	see	the	words	that	would	only	pierce	him	to	the
heart.	As	Resa	picked	up	the	letter	he	looked	around	the	room	-	his	eyes	searching	for	another	sheet	of
paper,	 the	one	the	boy	had	brought	with	him	-	but	it	was	nowhere	to	be	found.	Well,	of	course	not,	you
fool,	he	told	himself.	She’s	taken	it	with	her;	after	all,	she	must	have	been	holding	it	while	she	read.

Only	 years	 later	 would	 he	 discover	 from	Meggie	 that	 the	 original	 sheet	 of	 paper	 with	 Orpheus’s
writing	on	it	had	been	there	in	her	room	all	the	time,	hidden	between	the	pages	of	a	book	-	where	else?
Her	geography	book.	Suppose	he	had	found	it?	Would	he	have	been	able	to	follow	Meggie?	No,	probably



not.	The	story	had	another	path	in	store	for	him,	a	darker	and	more	difficult	path.
“Perhaps	she’s	only	gone	off	with	the	boy!	Girls	of	her	age	do	that	kind	of	thing.	Not	that	I	know	much

about	 it,	but	…”	Elinor’s	voice	 reached	him	as	 if	 from	very	 far	away.	 In	answer,	Resa	handed	her	 the
letter	that	had	been	waiting	on	the	pillow.

Gone.	Meggie	was	gone.
He	had	no	daughter	anymore.
Would	she	come	back,	like	her	mother?	Fished	out	of	the	sea	of	words	again	by	some	other	voice?	If

so,	 when?	 In	 ten	 years’	 time,	 like	 Resa?	 She’d	 be	 grown-up	 by	 then.	Would	 he	 even	 recognize	 her?
Everything	was	blurred	before	his	eyes:	Meggie’s	school	things	on	the	desk	in	front	of	the	window,	her
clothes,	 carefully	hanging	over	 the	back	of	 the	chair	 as	 if	 she	 really	meant	 to	come	back,	her	 soft	 toys
beside	the	bed,	their	furry	faces	kissed	threadbare,	although	it	was	a	long	time	since	Meggie	had	needed
them	to	help	her	get	to	sleep.	Resa	began	crying	without	a	sound,	one	hand	pressed	to	her	mute	mouth.	Mo
wanted	to	comfort	her,	but	how	could	he	with	such	despair	in	his	own	heart?

He	 turned,	pushed	aside	Darius,	who	was	standing	 there	 in	 the	open	doorway	with	a	sad,	owl-like
gaze,	and	went	to	his	study,	where	those	damned	notebooks	were	still	stacked	among	his	own	papers.	He
swept	them	off	the	desk	one	by	one,	as	if	he	could	silence	the	words	that	way	-	all	the	accursed	words	that
had	bewitched	his	child,	luring	her	away	like	the	Pied	Piper	in	the	story,	to	a	place	where	he	had	already
been	unable	to	follow	Resa.	Mo	felt	as	if	he	were	dreaming	the	same	nightmare	all	over	again,	but	this
time	he	didn’t	even	have	a	book	whose	pages	he	could	have	searched	for	Meggie.

Later,	 he	 couldn’t	 say	 how	 he	 had	 gotten	 through	 the	 rest	 of	 that	 day	 without	 going	 crazy.	 All	 he
remembered	was	wandering	 for	 hours	 through	Elinor’s	 garden,	 as	 if	 he	might	 find	Meggie	 somewhere
there	among	the	old	trees	where	she	liked	to	sit	and	read.	When	darkness	fell	and	he	set	out	to	look	for
Resa,	he	 found	her	 in	Meggie’s	 room.	She	was	 sitting	on	 the	empty	bed,	 staring	at	 three	 tiny	creatures
circling	just	below	the	ceiling,	as	if	they	were	looking	for	the	door	they	had	come	through.	Meggie	had
left	the	window	open,	but	they	didn’t	fly	out,	perhaps	because	the	strange,	black	night	frightened	them.

“Fire-elves,”	said	Resa’s	hands	when	he	sat	down	beside	her.	“If	 they	settle	on	your	skin	you	must
shake	them	off,	or	they’ll	burn	you.”

Fire-elves.	Mo	remembered	reading	about	them	in	the	book.	Something	always	came	back	in	return.
There	seemed	to	be	just	that	one	book	in	the	whole	world.

“Why	three	of	them?”	he	asked.	“One	for	Meggie,	one	for	the	boy	…”
“I	think	the	marten	went,	too,”	said	Resa’s	hands.
Mo	almost	laughed	out	loud.	Poor	Dustfinger,	he	obviously	couldn’t	shake	off	his	bad	luck	-	but	Mo

could	feel	no	sympathy	for	him.	Not	this	time.	Without	Dustfinger	the	words	on	the	sheet	of	paper	would
never	have	been	written,	and	he	would	still	have	a	daughter.

“Do	you	 think	at	 least	 she’ll	 like	 it	 there?”	he	asked,	 laying	his	head	 in	Resa’s	 lap.	“After	all,	you
liked	it,	didn’t	you?	Or,	at	any	rate,	you	told	her	so.”

“I’m	sorry,”	said	her	hands.	“So	very	sorry.”
But	he	held	her	fingers	tight.	“What	are	you	talking	about?”	he	said	softly.	“I	was	the	one	who	brought

the	damned	book	into	the	house,	remember?”	And	then	they	were	both	silent.	In	silence,	they	watched	the
poor,	lost	elves.	At	some	point	they	did	fly	through	the	window,	and	into	the	strange	night.	As	their	tiny
red	 bodies	 disappeared	 into	 the	 blackness	 like	 sparks	 going	 out,	Mo	 wondered	 whether	Meggie	 was
wandering	through	an	equally	black	night	at	this	moment.	The	thought	pursued	him	into	his	dark	dreams.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
12	Uninvited	Guests

“You	people	with	hearts,”	he	said	once,	“have	something	to	guide	you,	and	need	never	do	wrong;	but	I
have	no	heart,	and	so	I	must	be	very	careful.”

L.	Frank	Baum,	The	Wizard	of	Oz
On	the	day	when	Meggie	disappeared,	silence	moved	back	into	Elinor’s	house,	but	not	the	silence	of

the	 old	 days	 when	 only	 her	 books	 lived	 there	 with	 her.	 The	 silence	 that	 now	 filled	 the	 rooms	 and
corridors	tasted	of	sorrow.	Resa	wept	a	great	deal,	and	Mortimer	said	nothing,	as	if	paper	and	ink	had
swallowed	up	not	just	his	daughter,	but	all	the	words	in	the	world	with	her.	He	spent	a	lot	of	time	in	his
workshop,	ate	little,	hardly	slept	-	and	on	the	third	day	Darius,	looking	very	anxious,	went	to	Elinor	and
told	her	that	Silvertongue	was	packing	up	all	his	tools.

When	Elinor	entered	his	workshop,	out	of	breath	because	Darius	had	been	tugging	her	along	behind
him	so	fast,	Mortimer	was	throwing	the	stamps	he	used	for	gold	leaf	into	a	crate,	pell-mell	-	tools	that	he
normally	handled	as	carefully	as	if	they	were	made	of	glass.

“What	the	devil	are	you	doing?”	inquired	Elinor.
“What	does	it	 look	like?”	he	replied	and	began	clearing	away	his	sewing	frame.	“I’m	going	to	find

another	 profession.	 I	 never	want	 to	 touch	 a	 book	 again,	 curse	 them	 all.	Other	 people	 can	 listen	 to	 the
stories	they	tell	and	mend	the	clothes	they	wear.	I	want	nothing	more	to	do	with	them.”

When	Elinor	went	to	fetch	Resa	to	help	her,	Resa	just	shook	her	head.
“Well,	I	can	understand	why	those	two	are	useless	just	now,”	commented	Elinor,	as	she	and	Darius	sat

at	breakfast	by	themselves	yet	again.	“How	could	Meggie	do	a	thing	like	that	to	them?	What	was	her	idea
-	did	she	want	to	break	her	poor	parents’	hearts?	Or	prove	once	and	for	all	that	books	are	dangerous?”

Darius	had	no	answer	but	silence.	He	had	been	the	same	all	these	last	few	sad	days.
“For	heaven’s	sake,	all	of	you	silent	as	the	grave!”	Elinor	snapped	at	him.	“We	must	do	something	to

get	the	silly	creature	back.	Anything.	Good	God,	it	can’t	be	as	difficult	as	all	that!	After	all,	there	are	no
fewer	than	two	Silvertongues	under	this	roof!”

Darius	 looked	at	her	 in	alarm	and	choked	on	his	 tea.	He	had	left	his	gift	unused	for	so	 long	that	no
doubt	it	seemed	like	a	dream	to	him,	and	he	didn’t	want	to	be	reminded	of	it.

“All	 right,	all	 right,	you	don’t	have	 to	 read	aloud,”	Elinor	assured	him	impatiently.	Good	God,	 that
owlish	gaze	of	horror!	She	could	have	shaken	him.	“Mortimer	can	do	it!	But	what	should	he	read?	Think,
Darius!	If	we	want	to	fetch	her	back,	should	it	be	something	about	the	Inkworld	or	about	our	own	world?
Oh,	I’m	all	confused.	Perhaps	we	can	write	something	like:	Once	upon	a	time	there	was	a	grumpy	middle-
aged	woman	called	Elinor	who	loved	nothing	but	her	books,	until	one	day	her	niece	moved	in	with	her,
along	with	the	niece’s	husband	and	daughter.	Elinor	liked	that,	but	one	day	the	daughter	set	off	on	a	very,
very	 stupid	 journey,	 and	Elinor	 swore	 that	 she	would	give	all	her	books	away	 if	only	 the	child	would
come	home.	She	packed	them	up	in	big	crates,	and	as	she	was	putting	 the	 last	book	in,	Meggie	walked
through	the	doorway…Heavens	above,	don’t	stare	at	me	in	that	sympathetic	way!”	she	snapped	at	Darius.
“I’m	trying	to	do	something,	at	least!	And	you	yourself	keep	saying:	‘Mortimer	is	a	master,	it	 takes	him
only	a	couple	of	sentences!’”

-	Darius	adjusted	his	glasses.	“Yes,	only	a	couple	of	sentences,”	he	said	in	his	gentle,	uncertain	voice.
“But	they	must	be	sentences	describing	a	whole	world,	Elinor.	The	words	must	make	music.	They	must	be
so	closely	interwoven	that	the	voice	doesn’t	fall	through.”



“Oh,	for	goodness’	sake!”	Elinor	said	brusquely	-	although	she	knew	he	was	right..	Mortimer	had	once
tried	to	explain	it	to	her	in	almost	the	same	way:	the	mystery	of	why	not	every	story	would	come	to	life.
But	she	didn’t	want	 to	hear	about	 that,	not	now.	Damn	you,	Elinor,	she	 thought	bitterly,	damn	you	 three
times	over	for	all	those	evenings	you	spent	with	the	silly	child	imagining	what	it	would	be	like	to	live	in
that	other	world,	among	fairies,	brownies,	and	glass	men.	There	had	been	many	such	evenings,	very	many,
and	Mortimer	had	often	put	 his	 head	 around	 the	door	 and	 asked,	 sarcastically,	 if	 they	 couldn’t	 discuss
something	other	than	Wayless	Woods	and	blue-skinned	fairies	just	for	once.

Well,	at	least	Meggie	knows	all	she	needs	to	know	about	that	world,	thought	Elinor,	wiping	the	tears
from	her	eyes.	She	realizes	she	must	be	careful	of	the	Adderhead	and	his	men-at-arms,	and	she	mustn’t	go
too	far	into	the	forest	or	she’ll	probably	be	eaten,	torn	to	pieces,	or	trodden	underfoot.	And	she’d	be	well
advised	not	to	look	up	when	she	passes	a	gallows.	She	knows	she	must	bow	when	a	prince	rides	by,	and
that	 she	 can	 still	wear	 her	 hair	 loose	 because	 she’s	 only	 a	 girl…	Damn	 it,	 here	 came	 the	 tears	 again!
Elinor	was	mopping	 the	 corners	 of	 her	 eyes	with	 the	 hem	of	 her	 blouse	when	 someone	 rang	 the	 front
doorbell.

Many	years	later,	she	was	still	angry	with	herself	for	the	stupidity	that	didn’t	warn	her	to	look	through
the	spy	hole	in	the	door	before	opening	it.	Of	course	she	had	thought	it	was	Resa	or	Mortimer	outside.	Of
course.	Stupid	Elinor.	Stupid,	stupid	Elinor.	She	had	realized	her	mistake	only	when	she	opened	the	door,
and	there	stood	the	stranger	in	front	of	her.

He	was	 not	 very	 tall	 and	 rather	 too	well	 fed,	with	 pale	 skin	 and	 equally	 pale	 fair	 hair.	 The	 eyes
behind	his	rimless	glasses	looked	slightly	surprised,	almost	innocent	like	a	child’s.	He	opened	his	mouth
to	speak	as	Elinor	put	her	head	around	the	door,	but	she	cut	him	short.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	she	barked.	“This	is	private	property.	Didn’t	you	see	the	sign	down	by	the
road?”

He	had	come	in	a	car;	 the	 impudent	fool	had	simply	brought	 it	up	her	drive!	Elinor	saw	it,	a	dusty,
dark	 blue	 vehicle,	 standing	 beside	 her	 own	 station	 wagon.	 She	 thought	 she	 saw	 a	 huge	 dog	 on	 the
passenger	seat.	That	was	the	last	straw!

“Yes,	of	course	I	did!”	The	stranger’s	smile	was	so	innocent	that	it	suited	his	childish	face.	“Why,	no
one	 could	 miss	 seeing	 the	 sign,	 and	 I	 really	 do	 apologize,	 Signora	 Loredan,	 for	 my	 sudden	 and
unannounced	arrival.”

Heavens	above	-	it	took	Elinor’s	breath	away.	The	moonfaced	man’s	voice	was	almost	as	beautiful	as
Mortimer’s,	deep	and	velvety	like	a	cushion.	Coming	from	that	round	face	with	its	childlike	eyes,	it	was
so	 incongruous	 that	you	 felt	 almost	as	 if	 the	 stranger	had	swallowed	 its	 real	owner	and	 taken	over	his
voice.

“Never	mind	 the	 apologies!”	 said	Elinor	 abruptly,	 once	 she	had	gotten	over	 her	 surprise.	 “Just	 get
out.”	And	so	saying,	she	was	about	to	close	the	door	again,	but	the	stranger	only	smiled	(a	smile	that	no
longer	 looked	quite	so	 innocent)	and	 jammed	his	 shoe	between	 the	door	and	 the	 frame.	A	dusty	brown
shoe.

“Do	forgive	me,	Signora	Loredan,”	he	said	softly,	“but	I’ve	come	about	a	book.	A	truly	unique	book.	I
have	heard,	of	course,	that	you	have	a	remarkable	library,	but	I	can	assure	you	that	you	don’t	yet	have	this
book	in	your	collection.”

With	an	almost	 reverent	expression	on	his	 face,	he	put	a	hand	under	his	pale,	 creased	 linen	 jacket.
Elinor	recognized	the	book	at	once.	Of	course.	 It	was	 the	only	book	that	made	her	heart	beat	faster	not
because	it	was	a	particularly	fine	edition	or	because	she	longed	to	read	it.	No.	At	the	sight	of	that	book
Elinor’s	heart	beat	faster	for	only	one	reason:	because	she	feared	it	like	a	ferocious	animal.

“Where	did	you	get	that	from?”	She	answered	her	question	herself,	but	unfortunately	a	little	too	late.
Suddenly,	very	suddenly,	the	memory	of	the	boy’s	story	came	back	to	her.	“Orpheus!”	she	whispered	-	and
she	wanted	 to	 shout,	 loud	 enough	 for	Mortimer	 to	 hear	 her	 in	 his	workshop,	 but	 before	 a	 sound	 could



come	out	of	her	mouth	someone	slipped	out	of	 the	cover	of	 the	rhododendron	bushes	by	the	front	door,
quick	as	a	lizard,	and	put	his	hand	over	her	mouth.

“Well,	my	lady	bookworm,”	a	man’s	voice	purred	in	her	ear.	Elinor	had	so	often	heard	that	voice	in
her	dreams,	and	every	time	she	found	herself	fighting	for	breath	at	the	sound	of	it!	Even	in	broad	daylight
the	effect	was	just	as	bad.	Basta	pushed	her	roughly	back	into	the	house.	Of	course,	he	had	a	knife	in	his
hand;	Elinor	could	as	easily	imagine	Basta	without	a	nose	as	without	a	knife.	Orpheus	turned	and	waved
to	 the	strange	car.	A	man	built	 like	a	wardrobe	got	out,	strolled	around	the	car	at	a	 leisurely	pace,	and
opened	the	back	door.	An	old	woman	stuck	out	her	legs	and	reached	for	his	arm.

Mortola.	The	Magpie.
Another	regular	visitor	to	Elinor’s	nightmares.
The	old	woman’s	legs	were	thickly	bandaged	under	her	dark	stockings,	and	she	leaned	on	a	stick	as

she	walked	toward	Elinor’s	house	on	the	wardrobe-man’s	arm.	She	hobbled	into	the	hall	with	a	grimly
determined	expression,	as	if	she	were	taking	possession	of	the	whole	house,	and	the	look	she	gave	Elinor
was	 so	 openly	 hostile	 that	 its	 recipient	 felt	 weak	 at	 the	 knees,	 hard	 as	 she	 tried	 to	 hide	 her	 fear.	 A
thousand	dreadful	memories	came	back	to	her	-	memories	of	a	cage	stinking	of	raw	meat,	a	square	lit	by
the	beams	of	glaring	car	headlights,	and	fear,	dreadful	fear…

Basta	closed	the	door	of	the	house	behind	Mortola.	He	hadn’t	changed:	the	same	thin	face,	the	same
way	of	narrowing	his	eyes,	and	there	was	an	amulet	dangling	around	his	neck	to	ward	off	the	bad	luck	that
Basta	thought	lurked	under	every	ladder,	behind	every	bush.

“Where	 are	 the	 others?”	 Mortola	 demanded	 while	 the	 wardrobe-man	 looked	 around	 him	 with	 a
foolish	expression.	The	sight	of	all	those	books	seemed	to	fill	him	with	boundless	astonishment.	He	was
probably	wondering	what	on	earth	anyone	would	do	with	so	many.

“The	others?	I	don’t	know	who	you’re	 talking	about.”	Elinor	 thought	her	voice	sounded	remarkably
steady	for	a	woman	half	dead	with	terror.

Mortola’s	 small,	 round	 chin	 jutted	 aggressively.	 “You	 know	 perfectly	 well.	 I’m	 talking	 about
Silvertongue	and	his	witch	of	a	daughter,	and	that	maidservant,	the	one	he	calls	his	wife.	Shall	I	get	Basta
to	set	fire	to	a	few	of	your	books,	or	will	you	call	the	three	of	them	for	us	of	your	own	accord?”

Basta?	Basta’s	afraid	of	 fire,	Elinor	wanted	 to	 reply,	but	she	refrained.	 It	wasn’t	difficult	 to	hold	a
lighted	match	to	a	book.	Even	Basta,	who	feared	fire	so	much,	would	probably	be	capable	of	that	small
action,	 and	 the	 wardrobe-man	 didn’t	 look	 bright	 enough	 to	 be	 afraid	 of	 anything.	 I	 just	 have	 to	 keep
stalling,	 thought	Elinor.	After	 all,	 they	 don’t	 know	 about	 the	workshop	 in	 the	 garden,	 or	 about	Darius,
either.

“Elinor?”	she	heard	Darius	call	at	that	very	moment.	Before	she	could	reply,	Basta’s	hand	was	over
her	mouth	again.	She	heard	Darius	come	down	the	corridor	with	his	usual	rapid	tread.	“Elinor?”	he	called
again.	Then	the	footsteps	stopped	as	abruptly	as	his	voice.

“Surprise,	 surprise!”	 purred	 Basta.	 “Aren’t	 you	 glad	 to	 see	 us,	 Stumbletongue?	 A	 couple	 of	 old
friends	come	to	pay	you	a	visit!”	Basta’s	left	hand	was	bandaged,	Elinor	noticed	when	he	took	his	fingers
away	from	her	mouth,	and	she	 remembered	 the	hissing	creature	 that	Farid	said	had	slipped	 through	 the
words	in	Dustfinger’s	place.	What	a	pity	it	didn’t	eat	more	of	our	knife-happy	friend,	she	thought.

“Basta!”	Darius’s	voice	was	little	more	than	a	whisper.
“That’s	 right,	Basta!	 I’d	have	been	here	much	sooner,	believe	you	me,	but	 they	put	me	 in	 jail	 for	a

while	 on	 account	 of	 something	 that	 happened	 years	 ago.	 No	 sooner	 was	 Capricorn	 gone	 than	 all	 the
people	who’d	been	too	scared	to	open	their	mouths	suddenly	felt	very	brave.	Well,	never	mind.	You	could
say	they	did	me	a	favor,	because	who	do	you	think	they	put	in	my	cell	one	fine	day?	I	never	could	get	him
to	tell	me	his	real	name,	so	let’s	call	him	by	the	name	he’s	given	himself:	Orpheus!”	He	slapped	the	man
so	hard	on	the	back	that	he	stumbled	forward.	“Yes,	our	good	friend	Orpheus!”	Basta	put	an	arm	around
his	shoulders.	“The	Devil	did	me	a	 real	 favor	when	he	made	Orpheus,	of	all	people,	my	cellmate	 -	or



perhaps	our	story	is	so	keen	to	have	us	back	that	it	sent	him?	Well,	one	way	or	another,	we	had	a	good
time,	didn’t	we?”

Orpheus	 did	 not	 look	 at	 him.	 He	 straightened	 his	 jacket	 in	 embarrassment	 and	 inspected	 Elinor’s
bookshelves.

“Hey,	just	look	at	him!”	Basta	dug	his	elbow	roughly	into	Orpheus’s	ribs.	“You	wouldn’t	believe	how
often	I’ve	told	him	there’s	nothing	to	be	ashamed	of	in	going	to	jail,	particularly	when	your	prisons	here
are	so	much	more	comfortable	than	our	dungeons	at	home.	Come	on,	tell	them	how	I	found	out	about	your
invaluable	gifts.	How	 I	 caught	you	one	night	 reading	yourself	 that	 stupid	dog	out	of	 the	book!	Reading
himself	a	dog!	Lord	knows,	I	could	think	of	better	ideas.”

Basta	laughed	nastily,	and	Orpheus	straightened	his	tie	with	nervous	fingers.	“Cerberus	is	still	in	the
car,”	he	told	Mortola.	“He	doesn’t	like	it	there	at	all.	We	ought	to	bring	him	in!”

The	wardrobe-man	turned	to	the	door.	He	obviously	had	a	soft	spot	for	animals,	but	Mortola	stopped
him	with	an	impatient	gesture.

“The	dog	stays	where	 it	 is.	 I	can’t	stand	 that	creature!”	Frowning,	she	 looked	around	Elinor’s	hall.
“Well,	I	expected	your	house	to	be	bigger	 than	this,”	she	said,	with	assumed	disappointment.	“I	 thought
you	were	rich.”

“So	she	is!”	Basta	flung	his	arm	so	roughly	around	Orpheus’s	neck	that	his	glasses	slipped	down	his
nose.	 “But	 she	 spends	 all	 her	 money	 on	 books.	 What	 would	 she	 pay	 us	 for	 the	 book	 we	 took	 from
Dustfinger,	do	you	 think?”	He	pinched	Orpheus’s	 round	cheeks.	“Yes,	our	 friend	here	made	good	 juicy
bait	for	the	fire-eater.	He	may	look	like	a	bullfrog,	but	even	Silvertongue	can’t	make	the	words	obey	him
so	well,	let	alone	Darius.	Ask	Dustfinger	-	Orpheus	sent	him	home	as	if	nothing	could	be	easier!	Not	that
the	fire-eater	will	-“

“Hold	your	tongue,	Basta!”	Mortola	interrupted	him	abruptly.	“You’ve	always	liked	the	sound	of	your
own	voice.	Well?”	She	impatiently	tapped	her	stick	on	the	marble	tiles	that	were	Elinor’s	pride	and	joy.
“Where	are	they?	Where	are	the	others?	I	shan’t	ask	again!”

Come	on,	Elinor	 told	herself,	 lie	 to	 them.	Lie	yourself	blue	 in	 the	face!	Quick!	But	she	hadn’t	even
opened	her	mouth	when	 she	heard	 the	key	 in	 the	 lock.	Oh	no!	No,	Mortimer!	 she	prayed	 silently.	Stay
where	you	are!	Go	back	 to	 the	workshop	with	Resa,	 shut	yourselves	up	 there,	but	please,	please	don’t
come	in	just	now!

Of	course	her	prayers	made	not	the	slightest	difference.
Mortimer	opened	the	door,	came	in	with	his	arm	around	Resa’s	shoulders	-	and	stopped	abruptly	at

the	sight	of	Orpheus.	Before	he	had	entirely	grasped	what	was	going	on,	the	man	built	like	a	wardrobe	had
closed	the	door	behind	him	in	obedience	to	a	signal	from	Mortola.

“Hello	 there,	Silvertongue!”	said	Basta	 in	a	menacingly	soft	voice,	as	he	snapped	his	knife	open	in
front	of	Mortimer’s	face.	“And	isn’t	this	our	lovely	mute	Resa?	Excellent!	Two	birds	with	one	stone.	All
we	need	now	is	the	little	witch.”

Elinor	saw	Mortimer	close	his	eyes	for	a	moment,	as	 if	hoping	 that	Basta	and	Mortola	would	have
disappeared	when	he	opened	them	again.	But,	naturally,	no	such	thing	happened.

“Call	her!”	ordered	Mortola,	as	she	stared	at	Mortimer	with	such	hatred	in	her	eyes	that	Elinor	felt
afraid.

“Who?”	he	asked,	without	taking	his	eyes	off	Basta.
“Don’t	pretend	to	be	more	stupid	than	you	are!”	Mortola	said	crossly.	“Or	do	you	want	me	to	let	Basta

cut	the	same	pattern	on	your	wife’s	face	as	he	did	on	the	fire-eater’s?”
Basta	ran	his	thumb	lovingly	over	the	gleaming	blade.
“If	by	‘little	witch’	you	mean	my	daughter,”	replied	Mortimer	huskily,	“she	isn’t	here.”
“Oh	 no?”	Mortola	 hobbled	 toward	 him.	 “Be	 careful	 what	 you	 say.	 My	 legs	 are	 aching	 after	 that

endless	drive	to	get	here,	so	I’m	not	feeling	particularly	patient.”



“She	isn’t	here,”	Mortimer	repeated.	“Meggie	has	gone	away,	with	the	boy	you	took	the	book	from.
He	asked	her	to	take	him	to	Dustfinger,	she	did	it	-	and	she	went	with	him.”

Mortola	narrowed	her	eyes	incredulously.	“Nonsense!”	she	exclaimed.	“How	could	she	have	done	it
without	the	book?”	But	Elinor	saw	the	doubt	in	her	face.

Mortimer	shrugged.	“The	boy	had	a	handwritten	sheet	of	paper	with	him	-	the	one	that	sent	Dustfinger
back,	apparently.”

“That’s	impossible!”	Orpheus	looked	at	him	in	astonishment.	“Are	you	seriously	saying	your	daughter
read	herself	into	the	story,	using	my	words?”

“Oh,	 so	 you’re	 this	Orpheus,	 are	 you?”	Mortimer	 returned	 his	 glance,	 not	 in	 a	 very	 friendly	way.
“Then	you’re	responsible	for	the	loss	of	my	daughter.”

Orpheus	straightened	his	glasses	and	gave	Mortimer	an	equally	hostile	look.	Then,	abruptly,	he	turned
to	Mortola.	“Is	this	man	Silvertongue?”	he	demanded.	“He’s	lying!	I’m	sure	of	it!	He’s	lying!	No	one	can
read	 themselves	 into	a	story.	He	can’t,	his	daughter	can’t,	no	one	can.	 I’ve	 tried	 it	myself,	hundreds	of
times.	It	doesn’t	work!”

“Yes,”	said	Mortimer	wearily.	“That’s	just	what	I	thought,	too.	Until	four	days	ago.”
Mortola	stared	at	him.	Then	she	signaled	 to	Basta.	“Shut	 them	up	 in	 the	cellar!”	she	ordered.	“And

then	look	for	the	girl.	Search	the	whole	house.”
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13	FENOGLIO

“I	do	practice	remembering,	Nain,”	I	said.	“Writing	and	reading	and	remembering.”
“That	you	should!”	said	Nain	sharply.	“Do	you	know	what	happens	each	time	you	write	a	thing	down?

Each	time	you	name	it?	You	sap	its	strength.”
Kevin	Crossley-Holland,	The	Seeing	Stone
It	wasn’t	easy	to	get	past	the	guards	at	the	gate	of	Ombra	after	dark,	but	Fenoglio	knew	them	all.	He

had	written	many	love	poems	for	 the	heavily	built	oaf	who	barred	his	way	with	his	spear	tonight	-	and
very	successful	they	were,	he	had	been	told.	Judging	by	the	fool’s	appearance,	he’d	be	needing	to	call	on
Fenoglio’s	services	again.

“But	mind	you’re	back	before	midnight,	scribbler!”	 the	ugly	fellow	grunted	before	 letting	him	pass.
“That’s	when	the	Ferret	takes	over	from	me,	and	he’s	not	interested	in	your	poems,	even	though	his	girl
can	read.”

“Thanks	for	the	warning!”	said	Fenoglio,	giving	the	stupid	fellow	a	false	smile	as	he	pushed	past	him.
As	if	he	didn’t	know	that	the	Ferret	was	not	to	be	trifled	with!	His	stomach	still	hurt	when	he	remembered
how	that	sharp-nosed	fellow	had	dug	the	shaft	of	his	spear	into	it,	when	he’d	tried	pushing	past	him	with	a
couple	of	well-chosen	words.	No,	there’d	be	no	bribing	the	Ferret,	not	with	poems	or	any	other	written
gifts.	The	Ferret	wanted	gold,	and	Fenoglio	didn’t	have	too	much	of	that,	or	at	least	not	enough	to	waste	it
on	a	guard	at	the	city	gates.

“Midnight!”	he	cursed	quietly	as	he	stumbled	down	the	steep	path.	“As	 if	 that	wasn’t	 just	when	the
strolling	players	wake	up!”

His	 landlady’s	 son	 carried	 the	 torch	 ahead	 of	 him.	 Ivo	 was	 nine	 years	 old	 and	 full	 of	 insatiable
curiosity	about	all	the	wonders	of	his	world.	He	was	always	fighting	his	sister	for	the	honor	of	carrying
the	torch	when	Fenoglio	went	to	visit	the	strolling	players.	Fenoglio	paid	Ivo’s	mother	a	few	coins	a	week
for	a	room	in	the	attic.	The	price	included	the	washing,	cooking,	and	mending	that	Minerva	did	for	him,
too.	 In	 return,	Fenoglio	 told	her	 children	bedtime	 stories	 and	 listened	patiently	 as	 she	 told	him	what	 a
stubborn	oaf	her	husband	could	be	at	times.	The	fact	was,	Fenoglio	had	struck	lucky.

The	boy	scurried	along	ahead	of	him	with	increasing	impatience.	He	could	hardly	wait	 to	reach	the
brightly	colored	tents,	where	music	played	and	firelight	shone	among	the	 trees.	He	kept	 looking	around
reproachfully,	as	if	Fenoglio	were	taking	his	time	on	purpose.	Did	he	think	an	old	man	could	go	as	fast	as
a	grasshopper?

The	Motley	Folk	had	pitched	 camp	where	 the	 ground	was	 so	 stony	 that	 nothing	would	grow	on	 it,
behind	the	cottages	where	the	peasants	who	farmed	the	Laughing	Prince’s	land	lived.	Now	that	the	prince
of	Ombra	no	longer	wanted	to	hear	their	jests	and	songs,	they	came	less	often	than	before,	but	luckily	the
prince’s	grandson	wanted	players	to	entertain	him	on	his	birthday,	so	this	Sunday	they	would	at	last	come
streaming	 through	 the	 city	 gates:	 fire-eaters	 and	 tightrope-walkers,	 animal-tamers	 and	 knife-throwers,
actors,	buffoons,	and	many	a	minstrel	whose	songs	came	from	Fenoglio’s	pen.

For	Fenoglio	liked	writing	for	the	Motley	Folk:	merry	songs,	sad	songs,	songs	to	make	you	laugh	or
weep,	 as	 the	 spirit	 moved	 him.	 He	 couldn’t	 earn	 more	 than	 a	 few	 copper	 coins	 for	 those	 songs;	 the
strolling	 players’	 pockets	 were	 always	 empty.	 If	 his	 words	were	 to	 earn	 gold	 then	 he	must	 write	 for
princes	or	 for	a	 rich	merchant.	But	when	he	made	 the	words	dance	and	pull	 faces,	when	he	wanted	 to
write	tales	of	peasants	and	robbers,	of	ordinary	folk	who	didn’t	live	in	castles	or	eat	from	golden	plates,



then	he	wrote	for	the	strolling	players.
It	had	taken	some	time	for	them	to	accept	him	into	their	tents.	Only	when	more	and	more	wandering

minstrels	were	 singing	 Fenoglio’s	 songs,	 and	 their	 children	were	 asking	 for	 his	 stories,	 did	 they	 stop
turning	 him	 away.	 And	 now	 even	 their	 king	 invited	 Fenoglio	 to	 sit	 beside	 his	 fire,	 as	 he	 had	 tonight.
Although	not	a	drop	of	royal	blood	ran	in	his	veins,	this	man	was	known	as	the	Black	Prince.	The	prince
took	good	care	of	his	Motley	subjects,	and	they	had	chosen	him	to	lead	them	twice	already.	It	was	better
not	to	ask	where	all	the	gold	he	gave	so	generously	to	the	sick	and	crippled	came	from,	but	Fenoglio	knew
one	thing:	He	himself	had	invented	the	Prince.

Oh	yes,	I	made	them	all!	he	thought,	as	the	music	came	more	clearly	through	the	night	air.	He	had	made
up	the	Prince	and	the	tame	bear	that	followed	him	like	a	dog,	and	Cloud-Dancer	who,	sad	to	say,	fell	off
his	 rope,	and	many	more,	even	 the	 two	rulers	who	believed	 that	 they	 laid	down	 the	 law	 in	 this	world.
Fenoglio	had	not	yet	seen	all	his	creations,	but	every	time	he	suddenly	met	one	in	flesh	and	blood	it	made
his	 heart	 beat	 faster	 -	 although	 he	 couldn’t	 always	 remember	whether	 any	 particular	 one	 of	 them	 had
really	sprung	from	his	own	pen,	or	came	from	somewhere	else…

There	were	the	tents	at	last,	bright	as	windblown	flowers	in	the	black	night.	Ivo	began	running	so	fast
that	he	almost	fell	over	his	own	feet.	A	dirty	boy	with	hair	as	unkempt	as	an	alley	cat’s	fur	came	out	to
meet	them,	hopping	on	one	leg.	He	grinned	challengingly	at	Ivo	-	and	ran	away	on	his	hands.	Lord,	these
players’	children	performed	such	contortions,	you	might	think	they	had	no	bones	in	their	bodies!

“Off	you	go,	then!”	growled	Fenoglio	when	Ivo	looked	pleadingly	at	him.	After	all,	he	didn’t	need	the
torch	anymore.	Several	fires	were	burning	among	the	tents,	which	often	consisted	of	little	more	than	a	few
grubby	 lengths	of	 cloth	 stretched	over	 ropes	between	 the	 trees.	Fenoglio	 looked	 around	with	 a	 sigh	of
satisfaction	as	the	boy	raced	away.	Yes,	this	was	just	as	he’d	imagined	the	Inkworld	as	he	wrote	his	story:
bright	and	noisy,	full	of	life.	The	air	smelled	of	smoke,	of	roast	meat,	of	rosemary	and	thyme,	horses,	dogs
and	dirty	clothes,	pine	needles	and	burning	wood.	Oh,	he	loved	it!	He	loved	the	hurry	and	bustle,	he	even
loved	the	dirt.	He	loved	the	way	life	here	was	lived	before	his	very	eyes,	not	behind	locked	doors.	You
could	learn	anything	in	this	world:	how	the	smith	shaped	the	metal	of	a	sickle	in	the	fire,	how	the	dyer
mixed	his	dyes,	how	the	 tanner	removed	hair	 from	leather	and	how	the	cobbler	cut	 it	 to	shape	 to	make
shoes.	Nothing	happened	behind	closed	doors.	It	was	all	going	on,	in	the	alleyways,	on	the	road,	in	the
marketplace,	here	among	shabby	tents,	and	he,	Fenoglio	-	still	as	curious	as	a	boy	-	could	watch,	although
the	stench	of	the	leather	was	mordant	and	the	dye	tubs	sometimes	took	his	breath	away.	Yes,	he	liked	this
world	of	his.	He	liked	it	very	much	-	although	he	couldn’t	help	seeing	that	not	everything	was	working	out
the	way	he	had	intended.

It	was	his	own	 fault.	 I	 should	have	written	 a	 sequel,	 thought	Fenoglio,	making	his	way	 through	 the
crowd.	 I	 could	 still	write	 one,	 here	 and	 now,	 and	 change	 everything,	 if	 only	 I	 had	 someone	 to	 read	 it
aloud!	Of	course	he	had	looked	for	another	Silvertongue,	but	in	vain.	No	Meggie,	no	Mortimer,	not	even
someone	like	that	man	Darius	who	was	more	than	likely	to	botch	the	job	…	and	Fenoglio	could	play	only
the	part	of	 a	writer	whose	 fine	words	didn’t	 exactly	keep	him	 in	 luxury,	while	 the	 two	princes	he	had
invented	ruled	his	world	after	their	own	fashion.	Annoying,	extremely	annoying.

One	of	those	princes	above	all	gave	him	cause	for	concern	-	the	Adder	head.
He	reigned	to	the	south	of	the	forest,	high	above	the	sea,	sitting	on	the	silver	throne	of	the	Castle	of

Night.	As	an	invented	character,	not	by	any	means	a	bad	one.	A	bloodhound,	a	ruthless	slave	driver	-	but
after	all,	the	villains	are	the	salt	in	the	soup	of	a	story.	If	you	can	keep	them	under	control.	It	was	for	this
purpose	 that	Fenoglio	had	 thought	up	 the	Laughing	Prince,	a	 ruler	who	would	 rather	 laugh	at	 the	broad
jokes	of	the	strolling	players	than	wage	war,	and	his	magnificent	son,	Cosimo.	Who	could	have	guessed
that	Cosimo	would	simply	die,	and	then	his	father	would	collapse	with	grief	like	a	cake	taken	out	of	the
oven	too	soon?

Not	my	fault!	How	often	Fenoglio	had	told	himself	that.	Not	my	idea,	not	my	fault!	But	it	had	happened



all	 the	 same.	As	 if	 some	diabolical	 scribbler	 had	 intervened,	 going	on	with	 the	 story	 in	 his	 place	 and
leaving	him,	Fenoglio,	the	creator	of	this	whole	world,	with	nothing	but	the	role	of	a	poor	writer!

Oh,	stop	that.	You’re	not	so	poor,	Fenoglio,	he	thought	as	he	stopped	beside	a	minstrel	sitting	among
the	tents,	singing	one	of	Fenoglio’s	own	songs.	No,	he	wasn’t	poor.	The	Laughing	Prince,	who	was	now
the	Prince	of	Sighs,	would	hear	only	Fenoglio’s	laments	for	his	dead	son,	and	Balbulus,	the	most	famous
illuminator	far	and	wide,	had	to	record	the	stories	Fenoglio	wrote	for	the	prince’s	grandson	Jacopo	in	his
own	hand,	on	the	most	costly	of	parchment.	No,	he	really	wasn’t	so	poor!

And	moreover,	didn’t	his	words	now	seem	to	him	better	in	a	minstrel’s	mouth	than	pressed	between
the	pages	of	a	book,	to	lie	there	gathering	dust?	He	liked	to	think	of	them	as	free,	owing	no	one	allegiance.
They	were	too	powerful	to	be	given	in	printed	form	to	any	fool	who	might	do	God	knew	what	with	them.
Looked	at	that	way,	it	was	reassuring	to	think	that	there	were	no	printed	books	in	this	world.	Books	here
were	handwritten,	which	made	 them	so	valuable	 that	only	princes	could	afford	 them.	Other	 folk	had	 to
store	the	words	in	their	heads	or	listen	to	minstrels	singing	them.

A	 little	 boy	 tugged	 at	 Fenoglio’s	 sleeve.	 His	 tunic	 had	 holes	 in	 it,	 and	 his	 nose	 was	 running.
“Inkweaver!”	He	 brought	 out	 a	mask	 from	 behind	 his	 back,	 the	 kind	 of	mask	worn	 by	 the	 actors,	 and
quickly	put	it	over	his	eyes.	There	were	feathers,	light	brown	and	blue,	stuck	to	the	cracked	leather.	“Who
am	I,	Inkweaver?”

“Hmm!”	Fenoglio	wrinkled	his	lined	brow	as	if	he	had	to	think	hard	about	it.
The	mouth	below	the	mask	drooped	in	disappointment.	“The	Bluejay!	I’m	the	Bluejay,	of	course!”
“Of	course!”	Fenoglio	pinched	the	child’s	red	little	nose.
“Will	you	tell	us	another	story	about	him	today?	Please!”
“Maybe!	I	must	admit,	I	imagine	his	mask	as	rather	more	impressive	than	yours.	What	do	you	think?

Shouldn’t	you	look	for	a	few	more	feathers?”
The	boy	took	off	his	mask	and	looked	at	it	crossly.	“They’re	not	very	easy	to	find.”
“Take	a	look	down	by	the	river.	Even	blue	jays	aren’t	safe	from	the	cats	that	go	hunting	there.”	He	was

about	to	move	away,	but	the	boy	held	on	tight.	Thin	as	the	children	of	the	strolling	players	might	be,	they
had	strong	little	hands.

“Just	one	story.	Please,	Inkweaver!”
Two	other	children	 joined	him,	a	girl	and	a	boy.	They	 looked	expectantly	at	Fenoglio.	Ah,	yes,	 the

Bluejay	stories.	He’d	always	told	good	robber	tales	-	his	own	grandchildren	had	liked	them,	too,	back	in
the	other	world.	But	the	stories	he	thought	up	here	were	much	better.	You	heard	them	everywhere	these
days:	The	Incredible	Deeds	of	 the	Bravest	of	Robbers,	The	Noble	and	Fearless	Bluejay.	Fenoglio	still
remembered	the	night	he	had	made	up	the	Bluejay.	His	hand	had	been	trembling	with	rage	as	he	wrote.
“The	Adderhead’s	caught	another	of	 the	strolling	players,”	 the	Black	Prince	had	 told	him	that	night.	“It
was	Crookback	this	time.	They	hanged	him	at	noon	yesterday.”

Crookback	-	one	of	his	own	characters!	A	harmless	fellow	who	could	stand	on	his	head	longer	than
anyone	else.	“Who	does	this	prince	think	he	is?”	Fenoglio	had	cried	out	into	the	night,	as	if	the	Adderhead
could	hear	him.	“I	am	lord	of	life	and	death	in	this	world,	I,	Fenoglio,	no	one	else!”	And	the	words	had
gone	down	on	paper,	wild	and	angry	as	the	robber	he	created	that	night.	The	Bluejay	was	all	that	Fenoglio
would	 have	 liked	 to	 be	 in	 the	world	 he	 had	made:	 free	 as	 a	 bird,	 subject	 to	 no	 lord,	 fearless,	 noble
(sometimes	witty,	too),	a	man	who	robbed	from	the	rich	and	gave	to	the	poor,	and	protected	the	weak	from
the	tyranny	of	the	strong	in	a	world	where	there	was	no	law	to	do	it….

Fenoglio	 felt	 another	 tug	 at	 his	 sleeve.	 “Please,	 Inkweaver!	 Just	 one	 story!”	 The	 boy	 was	 really
persistent.	He	loved	listening	to	stories	and	would	very	 likely	make	a	famous	minstrel	someday.	“They
say	the	Bluejay	stole	the	Adderhead’s	lucky	charm!”	whispered	the	little	boy.	“The	hanged	man’s	finger
bone	to	protect	him	from	the	White	Women.	They	say	the	Bluejay	wears	it	around	his	own	neck	now.”

“Do	they	indeed?”	Fenoglio	raised	his	eyebrows,	always	a	very	effective	move,	thick	and	bushy	as



they	were.	“Well,	I’ve	heard	of	an	even	more	daring	deed,	but	I	must	have	a	word	with	the	Black	Prince
first.”

“Oh,	please,	 Inkweaver!”	They	were	clinging	 to	his	sleeves,	almost	 tearing	off	 the	expensive	braid
he’d	had	sewn	on	the	coarse	fabric	for	a	few	coins,	so	as	not	to	look	as	poverty-stricken	as	the	scribes
who	wrote	wills	and	letters	in	the	marketplace.

“No!”	he	said	sternly,	freeing	his	sleeve.	“Later,	maybe.	Now	go	away!”
The	boy	with	the	runny	nose	looked	at	him	so	sadly	that,	for	a	moment,	Fenoglio	was	reminded	of	his

grandson.	Pippo	always	used	to	look	like	that	when	he	brought	Fenoglio	a	book	and	put	it	on	his	lap	with
a	hopeful	expression…

Ah,	 children!	 thought	Fenoglio,	 as	 he	walked	 toward	 the	 fire	where	 he	 had	 seen	 the	Black	Prince.
Children,	 they’re	 the	same	everywhere.	Greedy	 little	creatures	but	 the	best	 listeners	 in	 the	world	 -	any
world.	The	very	best	of	all.
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14	The	Black	Prince

“So	bears	can	make	their	own	souls	…,”	she	said.	There	was	a	great	deal	in	the	world	to	know.
Philip	Pullman,	Northern	Lights
The	Black	Prince	was	not	alone.	Of	course	not;	his	bear	was	with	him,	as	usual.	He	was	crouching	by

the	fire	behind	his	master,	like	a	shaggy	shadow.	Fenoglio	still	remembered	the	words	he	had	used	when
he	 first	 created	 the	 Prince	 at	 the	 very	 beginning	 of	 Inkheart.	 He	 recited	 them	 quietly	 to	 himself	 as	 he
approached	him:	“An	orphan	boy	with	skin	almost	as	black	as	his	curly	hair,	as	quick	with	his	knife	as	his
tongue,	always	ready	 to	protect	 those	he	 loved	-	his	 two	younger	sisters,	a	maltreated	bear,	or	his	best
friend,	his	very	best	friend,	Dustfinger…

“…	who	would	have	died	an	extremely	dramatic	death	if	it	had	been	left	to	me,	all	the	same!”	added
Fenoglio	quietly	as	he	waved	 to	 the	Prince.	“But	 luckily	my	black	 friend	doesn’t	know	 that,	or	 I	don’t
suppose	I’d	be	very	welcome	at	his	fireside!”

The	Prince	returned	his	greeting.	He	probably	thought	he	was	called	the	Black	Prince	because	of	the
color	of	his	skin,	but	Fenoglio	knew	better.	He	had	stolen	the	name	from	a	history	book	in	his	old	world.
A	famous	knight	once	bore	it,	a	king’s	son	who	was	a	great	robber,	too.	Would	he	have	been	pleased	to
think	that	his	name	had	been	given	to	a	knife-thrower,	king	of	the	strolling	players?	If	not,	there’s	nothing
he	can	do	about	it,	thought	Fenoglio,	for	his	own	story	came	to	its	end	long	ago.

On	the	Prince’s	left	sat	the	hopelessly	incompetent	physician	who	had	almost	broken	Fenoglio’s	jaw
pulling	out	a	tooth,	and	to	the	right	of	him	crouched	Sootbird,	a	lousy	fire-eater	who	knew	as	little	of	his
trade	as	the	physician	knew	of	drawing	teeth.	Fenoglio	was	not	quite	sure	about	the	physician,	but	there
was	 no	 way	 he	 had	 invented	 Sootbird.	 Heaven	 knew	 where	 he	 had	 come	 from!	 All	 who	 saw	 him
inefficiently	breathing	fire,	in	terror	of	the	blaze,	instantly	found	another	name	springing	to	mind:	the	name
of	Dustfinger	the	fire-dancer,	tamer	of	the	flames…

The	 bear	 grunted	 as	 Fenoglio	 sat	 down	 by	 the	 fire	with	 his	master	 and	 scrutinized	 him	with	 little
yellow	eyes,	as	if	to	work	out	how	much	meat	there	was	left	to	gnaw	on	such	old	bones.	Your	own	fault,
Fenoglio	told	himself:	Why	did	you	have	to	make	the	Prince’s	companion	a	tame	bear?	A	dog	would	have
done	just	as	well.	The	market	traders	told	anyone	who	would	listen	that	the	bear	was	a	man	under	a	spell,
bewitched	by	fairies	or	brownies	(they	couldn’t	decide	which),	but	Fenoglio	knew	better.	The	bear	was
just	a	bear,	a	real	bear	who	loved	the	Black	Prince	for	freeing	him,	years	ago,	from	the	ring	through	his
nose	and	from	his	former	master,	who	beat	him	with	a	thorny	stick	to	make	him	dance	in	marketplaces.

Six	more	men	were	sitting	beside	the	fire	with	the	Black	Prince.	Fenoglio	knew	only	two	of	them.	One
was	an	actor	whose	name	Fenoglio	kept	forgetting.	The	other	was	a	professional	strong	man	who	earned
his	 living	performing	 in	marketplaces:	 tearing	apart	chains,	 lifting	grown	men	into	 the	air,	bending	 iron
bars.	They	 all	 fell	 silent	 as	 Fenoglio	 joined	 them.	They	 tolerated	 his	 company,	 but	 he	was	 not	 by	 any
means	one	of	them.	Only	the	Prince	smiled	at	him.

“Ah,	the	Inkweaver!”	he	said.	“Do	you	have	a	new	song	about	the	Bluejay	for	us?”
Fenoglio	accepted	the	goblet	of	hot	wine	and	honey	that	one	of	the	men	gave	him	at	a	sign	from	the

Prince	and	sat	down	on	the	stony	ground.	His	old	bones	didn’t	really	like	hunkering	down	there,	even	on	a
night	as	mild	as	this,	but	the	strolling	players	did	not	care	for	chairs	or	other	forms	of	seating.

“I	 really	came	 to	give	you	 this,”	he	said,	putting	his	hand	 into	 the	breast	of	his	doublet.	He	 looked
around	 before	 handing	 the	 Prince	 the	 sealed	 letter,	 but	 in	 this	milling	 throng	 it	 was	 difficult	 to	 see	 if



anyone	who	didn’t	belong	to	the	Motley	Folk	was	watching	them.
The	Prince	took	the	letter	with	a	nod	and	tucked	it	into	his	belt.	“Thank	you,”	he	said.
“You’re	 welcome!”	 replied	 Fenoglio,	 trying	 to	 ignore	 the	 bear’s	 bad	 breath.	 The	 Prince	 couldn’t

write,	 any	 more	 than	 most	 of	 his	 Motley	 subjects	 could,	 but	 Fenoglio	 was	 happy	 to	 do	 it	 for	 him,
particularly	when	it	was	something	like	this	he	wanted.	The	letter	was	for	one	of	the	Laughing	Prince’s
head	foresters.	His	men	had	attacked	the	strolling	players’	women	and	children	on	the	road	three	times.
No	one	else	seemed	to	mind,	neither	the	Laughing	Prince	in	his	grief	nor	the	men	who	were	supposed	to
do	justice	in	his	place,	for	the	victims	were	only	strolling	players.	So	the	king	of	the	players	himself	was
going	to	do	something	about	it:	The	forester	would	find	Fenoglio’s	letter	on	his	doorstep	that	very	night.
Its	contents	would	prevent	him	from	sleeping	in	peace	and	with	luck	would	keep	him	away	from	women
wearing	 the	 brightly	 colored	 skirts	 of	 the	Motley	 Folk	 in	 the	 future.	 Fenoglio	was	 rather	 proud	 of	 his
threatening	letters,	almost	as	proud	as	he	was	of	his	robber	songs.

“Have	you	heard	the	latest,	Inkweaver?”	The	Prince	stroked	his	bear’s	black	muzzle.	“The	Adderhead
has	put	a	price	on	the	Bluejay’s	head.”

“The	Bluejay?”	Fenoglio	swallowed	his	wine	the	wrong	way,	and	the	physician	thumped	him	on	the
back	so	hard	that	he	spilled	the	hot	drink	over	his	fingers.	“That’s	a	good	one!”	he	gasped,	once	he	had	his
breath	back.	“Well,	don’t	let	anyone	say	words	are	just	noise	and	hot	air!	The	Adder	will	have	to	search	a
long	time	for	that	particular	robber!”

How	oddly	they	were	looking	at	him!	As	if	they	knew	more	than	he	did.	But	more	about	what?
“Haven’t	you	heard	yet,	Inkweaver?”	said	Sootbird	quietly.	“Your	songs	seem	to	be	coming	true!	The

Adderhead’s	tax-gatherers	have	already	been	robbed	twice	by	a	man	in	a	bird	mask,	and	one	of	his	game
wardens,	a	man	famous	for	enjoying	every	kind	of	cruelty,	is	said	to	have	been	found	dead	in	the	forest
with	a	feather	in	his	mouth.	Guess	what	bird	the	feather	came	from?”

Fenoglio	glanced	incredulously	at	the	Prince,	but	he	was	looking	at	the	fire,	stirring	the	embers	with	a
stick.

“But…but	that’s	astonishing!”	cried	Fenoglio	-	and	then	hastily	lowered	his	voice	as	he	saw	the	others
looking	anxiously	around.	“Astonishing	news,	I	mean!”	he	went	on	in	an	undertone.	“Whatever’s	going	on
-	well,	I’ll	write	another	song	this	minute!	Suggest	something!	Go	on!	What	would	you	like	the	Bluejay	to
do	next?”

The	Prince	smiled,	but	the	physician	looked	at	Fenoglio	with	scorn.	“You	talk	as	if	it	were	all	a	game,
Inkweaver!”	he	said.	“You	sit	in	your	own	room,	scribbling	a	few	words	on	paper,	but	whoever’s	playing
the	part	of	your	robber	risks	his	neck,	for	he’s	certainly	made	of	flesh	and	blood,	not	just	words!”

“Yes,	but	no	one	knows	his	face,	because	the	Bluejay	wears	a	mask.	Very	clever	of	you,	Inkweaver.
How	is	the	Adderhead	to	know	what	face	to	look	for?	A	mask	like	that	is	very	useful.	Anyone	can	wear
it.”	It	was	the	actor	speaking.	Baptista.	Yes,	of	course,	that	was	his	name.	Did	I	make	him	up?	Fenoglio
wondered.	Well,	never	mind;	no	one	knew	more	about	masks	than	Baptista,	perhaps	because	his	face	was
disfigured	 by	 pockmarks.	Many	of	 the	 actors	 got	 him	 to	make	 them	 leather	masks	 showing	 laughter	 or
tears.

“The	songs	give	a	detailed	description	of	him,	though.”	Sootbird	gave	Fenoglio	a	searching	look.
“So	they	do!”	Baptista	leaped	to	his	feet,	put	his	hand	to	his	shabby	belt	as	if	he	wore	a	sword	there,

and	peered	around	as	 if	 looking	for	an	enemy.	“He’s	said	to	be	tall.	That’s	no	surprise.	Heroes	usually
are.”	Baptista	began	prowling	up	and	down	on	tiptoe.	“His	hair,”	he	said,	stroking	his	own	head,	“is	dark,
dark	 as	 moleskin,	 if	 we’re	 to	 believe	 the	 songs.	 Now,	 that’s	 unusual.	 Most	 heroes	 have	 golden	 hair,
whatever	you	take	golden	hair	to	look	like.	We	know	nothing	about	his	origins,	but	one	thing’s	for	sure”	-
and	here	Baptista	assumed	a	haughty	expression	-	“none	but	the	purest	princely	blood	flows	in	his	veins.
How	else	would	he	be	so	brave	and	noble?”

“No,	you’re	wrong	there!”	Fenoglio	interrupted	him.	“The	Bluejay	is	a	man	of	the	people.	What	kind



of	a	robber	gets	born	in	a	castle?”
“You	heard	the	poet!”	Baptista	looked	as	if	he	were	wiping	the	haughtiness	right	away	from	his	brow

with	his	hand.	The	other	men	laughed.	“So	let’s	get	to	the	face	behind	the	feathered	mask.”	Baptista	ran
his	fingers	over	his	own	ruined	face.	“Of	course	he’s	handsome	and	distinguished	-	and	pale	as	ivory!	The
songs	don’t	say	so,	but	we	know	that	a	hero’s	skin	is	pale.	With	due	respect,	Your	Highness!”	he	added,
bowing	mockingly	to	the	Black	Prince.

“Oh,	don’t	mind	me!	I’ve	no	objection!”	was	all	the	Prince	said,	his	expression	unchanged.
“Don’t	 forget	 the	 scar!”	 said	 Sootbird.	 “The	 scar	 on	 his	 left	 arm	 where	 the	 dogs	 bit	 him.	 It’s

mentioned	in	every	song.	Come	along,	roll	up	your	sleeves.	Let’s	see	if	the	Bluejay	is	by	any	chance	here
among	us!”	He	looked	challengingly	around	him,	but	only	the	Strong	Man,	laughing,	pushed	up	his	sleeve.
The	others	sat	in	silence.

The	Prince	smoothed	back	his	long	hair.	He	had	three	knives	at	his	belt.	The	strolling	players,	even
the	man	they	called	their	king,	were	forbidden	to	carry	arms,	but	why	should	they	keep	laws	that	failed	to
protect	them?	Folk	said	the	Prince	was	so	skillful	with	a	knife	that	he	could	aim	at	the	eye	of	a	dragonfly
and	hit	it.	Just	as	Fenoglio	had	once	written.

“Whatever	 he	 looks	 like,	 this	 man	 who’s	 making	 my	 songs	 come	 true,	 I	 drink	 to	 him.	 Let	 the
Adderhead	 search	 for	 the	 man	 I	 described.	 He’ll	 never	 find	 him!”	 Fenoglio	 raised	 his	 goblet	 to	 the
company.	He	was	 feeling	 in	 the	 best	 of	moods,	 almost	 intoxicated,	 and	 certainly	 not	with	 the	 terrible
wine.	Well,	he	thought,	and	who	says	so,	Fenoglio?	You	do!	You	write	something,	and	it	comes	true!	Even
without	anyone	to	read	it	aloud…

But	 the	Strong	Man	 spoiled	 his	mood.	 “To	be	 honest,	 Inkweaver,	 I	 don’t	 feel	 like	 celebrating,”	 he
growled.	“They	say	the	Adderhead	is	paying	good	silver	these	days	for	the	tongue	of	every	minstrel	who
sings	songs	mocking	him.	And	they	also	say	he	has	quite	a	collection	of	tongues	already.”

“Tongues?”	Instinctively,	Fenoglio	felt	his	own.	“Does	he	mean	my	songs,	too?”
No	one	answered	him.	The	men	said	nothing.	The	sound	of	a	woman	singing	came	from	a	tent	behind

them	-	a	lullaby	as	sweet	and	peaceful	as	if	it	came	from	another	world	-	a	world	of	which	one	could	only
dream.

“I’m	always	telling	my	Motley	subjects:	Don’t	go	near	the	Castle	of	Night!”	The	Prince	put	a	piece	of
meat	dripping	with	fat	in	the	bear’s	mouth,	wiped	his	knife	on	his	trousers,	and	returned	it	to	his	belt.	“To
think	that	we’re	just	food	for	crows	to	the	Adderhead	-	mere	carrion!	But	since	the	Laughing	Prince	took
to	weeping	instead	of	laughing,	they’ve	all	had	empty	pockets	and	empty	bellies.	That’s	what	sends	them
over	there.	There	are	many	rich	merchants	in	Argenta,	far	more	than	on	this	side	of	the	forest.	It’s	not	for
nothing	they	call	it	the	Silver	Land.”

Devil	take	it.	Fenoglio	rubbed	his	aching	knees.	What	had	become	of	his	good	mood?	Vanished	-	like
the	fragrance	of	a	flower	trodden	underfoot.	Gloomily,	he	took	another	sip	of	honeyed	wine.	The	children
came	flocking	around	him	again,	begging	for	a	story,	but	Fenoglio	sent	them	away.	He	couldn’t	make	up
stories	when	he	was	in	a	bad	temper.

“And	there’s	another	thing,”	said	the	Prince.	“The	Strong	Man	picked	up	a	boy	and	a	girl	in	the	forest
today.	They	told	a	strange	story:	They	said	Basta,	Capricorn’s	knife-man,	was	back,	and	they’re	here	to
warn	an	old	friend	of	mine	about	him	-	Dustfinger.	I	expect	you’ve	heard	of	him?”

“Mmph?”	Fenoglio	nearly	 choked	on	his	wine	with	 surprise.	 “Dustfinger?	Yes,	 of	 course,	 the	 fire-
eater.”

“The	best	there’s	ever	been.”	The	Prince	cast	a	quick	glance	at	Sootbird,	but	he	was	just	showing	the
physician	a	sore	tooth.	“He	was	thought	to	be	dead,”	the	Prince	went	on,	lowering	his	voice.	“No	one’s
heard	 anything	 of	 him	 for	 over	 ten	 years.	 There	 were	 countless	 tales	 of	 how	 and	where	 he	 died,	 but
luckily	none	of	them	seem	to	be	true.	However,	Dustfinger’s	not	the	only	man	the	boy	and	girl	are	looking
for.	The	girl	was	also	asking	about	an	old	man,	a	writer	with	a	face	like	a	tortoise.	You,	by	any	chance?”



Fenoglio	couldn’t	find	a	word	in	his	head	that	would	do	for	an	answer.	Saying	no	more,	 the	Prince
took	his	arm	and	pulled	him	to	his	feet.	“Come	along!”	he	added,	as	the	bear	lumbered	along	behind	them,
grunting.	“The	two	of	them	were	half-starved,	said	something	about	being	deep	in	the	Wayless	Wood.	The
women	are	just	feeding	them	now.”

A	boy	and	a	girl…Dustfinger…Fenoglio’s	thoughts	were	racing,	although	unfortunately	his	head	was
not	at	its	clearest	after	two	goblets	of	wine.

More	than	a	dozen	children	were	squatting	in	the	grass	under	a	lime	tree	on	the	outskirts	of	the	camp.
Two	women	were	 ladling	out	 soup	 for	 them.	The	children	greedily	 spooned	 the	 thin	brew	up	 from	 the
wooden	bowls	that	had	been	put	into	their	dirty	hands.

“See	how	many	they’ve	rounded	up	again!”	the	Prince	whispered	to	Fenoglio.	“We	shall	all	go	hungry
because	of	their	soft	hearts.”

Fenoglio	 just	 nodded	 as	 he	 looked	 at	 the	 thin	 faces.	He	 knew	 how	 often	 the	Black	 Prince	 himself
picked	up	hungry	children.	 If	 they	 turned	out	 to	have	any	 talent	 for	 juggling,	standing	on	 their	heads,	or
other	tricks	that	would	bring	a	smile	to	people’s	faces	and	lure	a	few	coins	out	of	their	pockets,	then	the
Motley	Folk	 took	 them	 in	 and	 let	 them	 join	 the	 company	of	 the	 strolling	players,	 going	 from	market	 to
market,	from	town	to	town.

“There	they	are.”	The	Prince	pointed	to	two	heads	bending	particularly	low	over	their	bowls.	When
Fenoglio	moved	 toward	 them,	 the	girl	 raised	her	head	as	 if	he	had	called	her	name.	 Incredulously,	 she
stared	at	him	-	and	put	down	her	spoon.

Meggie.
Fenoglio	returned	her	gaze	with	such	astonishment	that	she	had	to	smile.	Yes,	it	really	was	Meggie.	He

remembered	 that	 smile	 very	 well,	 even	 if	 she	 hadn’t	 often	 had	 reason	 to	 show	 it	 when	 they	 were
imprisoned	together	in	Capricorn’s	house.

She	leaped	up,	pushed	past	the	other	children,	and	flung	her	arms	around	his	neck.	“Oh,	I	knew	you
were	still	here!”	she	cried,	between	laughter	and	tears.	“Did	you	really	have	to	write	those	wolves	into
your	story?	And	then	the	Night-Mares	and	the	Redcaps	-	they	threw	stones	at	Farid	and	went	for	his	face
with	fingers	like	claws.	It	was	a	good	thing	Farid	could	make	a	fire,	but	still…”

Fenoglio	 opened	 his	 mouth	 -	 and	 closed	 it	 again,	 helplessly.	 His	 head	 was	 full	 of	 a	 thousand
questions.	 How	 did	 she	 get	 here?	 What	 about	 Dustfinger?	 Where	 was	 her	 father?	 And	 what	 about
Capricorn?	Was	he	dead?	Had	her	plan	worked?	If	so,	why	was	Basta	still	alive?	The	questions	drowned
each	other	out	like	humming	insects,	and	Fenoglio	dared	not	ask	any	of	them	while	the	Black	Prince	stood
there,	never	taking	his	eyes	off	him.

“I	see	you	know	these	two,”	he	remarked.
Fenoglio	just	nodded.	Yes,	where	had	he	seen	the	boy	sitting	beside	Meggie	before?	Wasn’t	he	with

Dustfinger	on	that	strange	day	when,	for	the	first	time,	he	met	one	of	his	own	creations	face-to-face?
“Er…they’re	relations	of	mine,”	he	stammered.	What	a	pitiful	lie	for	a	storyteller!
The	Prince’s	mocking	eyes	sparkled.	“Relations…well,	imagine	that!	I	must	say	they	don’t	look	very

like	you.”
Meggie	unwound	her	arms	from	Fenoglio’s	neck	and	stared	at	the	Prince.
“Meggie,”	said	Fenoglio,	“may	I	introduce	the	Black	Prince?”
With	a	smile,	the	Prince	made	her	a	bow.
“The	Black	Prince!	Oh	yes.”	Meggie	repeated	his	name	almost	reverently.	“And	that’s	his	bear!	Farid,

come	here.	Look!”
Farid,	of	course.	Fenoglio	remembered	him	now.	Meggie	had	often	talked	about	him.	The	boy	stood

up,	but	not	before	hastily	swallowing	the	very	last	of	the	soup	in	his	bowl.	He	kept	well	behind	Meggie,
at	a	safe	distance	from	the	bear.

“She	absolutely	insisted	on	coming!”	he	said,	wiping	his	greasy	mouth	on	his	arm.	“Really!	I	didn’t



want	to	bring	her,	but	she’s	as	obstinate	as	a	camel.”
Meggie	 was	 obviously	 about	 to	 make	 some	 sharp	 retort,	 but	 Fenoglio	 put	 his	 arm	 around	 her

shoulders.	“My	dear	boy,”	he	told	Farid,	“you	have	no	idea	how	glad	I	am	to	see	Meggie	here!	I	could
almost	say	she’s	all	I	needed	in	this	world	to	make	me	happy!”

He	hastily	took	his	leave	of	the	Prince	and	drew	Meggie	and	Farid	away	with	him.	“Come	with	me!”
he	whispered,	as	they	made	their	way	past	the	tents.	“We	have	a	great	deal	to	talk	about,	a	very	great	deal,
but	we	can	do	it	better	in	my	room	without	strange	ears	to	overhear	us.	It’s	getting	late	anyway,	and	the
guard	at	the	gate	won’t	let	us	back	into	the	city	after	midnight.”

Meggie	 just	 nodded	 abstractedly	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 hurry	 and	bustle	 all	 around	her,	wide-eyed,	 but
Farid	pulled	his	arm	away	from	Fenoglio’s	grasp.	“I	can’t	come	with	you.	I	have	to	look	for	Dustfinger!”

Fenoglio	looked	disbelievingly	at	him.	So	it	was	really	true?	Dustfinger	was	-
“Yes,	he’s	back,”	 said	Meggie.	 “The	women	said	Farid	might	 find	him	at	 the	house	of	 the	minstrel

woman	he	once	lived	with.	She	has	a	farm	up	there	on	the	hill.”
“Minstrel	woman?”	Fenoglio	looked	the	way	Meggie’s	finger	was	pointing.	The	hill	she	meant	was

only	 a	 black	 outline	 in	 the	moonlit	 night.	 Of	 course!	 Roxane.	 He	 remembered	 her.	Was	 she	 really	 as
wonderful	as	he	had	described	her?

The	boy	was	shifting	impatiently	from	foot	to	foot.	“I	have	to	go,”	he	told	Meggie.	“Where	can	I	find
you?”

“In	Cobblers’	and	Saddlers’	Alley,”	replied	Fenoglio,	answering	for	Meggie.	“Just	ask	for	Minerva’s
house.”

Farid	nodded.	He	went	on	looking	at	Meggie.
“It’s	not	a	good	idea	to	start	a	journey	by	night,”	said	Fenoglio,	although	he	had	a	feeling	that	this	boy

wasn’t	 interested	 in	 his	 advice.	 “The	 roads	 here	 aren’t	what	 you’d	 call	 safe.	 Particularly	 not	 at	 night.
There	are	robbers,	vagabonds	…”

“I	can	look	after	myself.”	Farid	took	a	knife	from	his	belt.	“Take	care,	Meggie.”	He	reached	for	her
hand,	 then	 turned	abruptly	and	disappeared	among	 the	strolling	players.	 It	did	not	escape	Fenoglio	 that
Meggie	turned	to	look	back	at	him	several	times.

“Heavens,	poor	lad!”	he	growled,	shooing	a	couple	of	children	out	of	the	way	as	they	came	flocking
up	to	beg	him	for	a	story	again.	“He’s	in	love	with	you,	am	I	right?”

“Oh,	don’t!”	Meggie	let	go	of	his	hand,	but	he	had	made	her	smile.
“All	right,	I’ll	hold	my	tongue!	Does	your	father	know	you’re	here?”
That	was	the	wrong	question.	Her	guilty	conscience	was	plain	to	see	in	her	face.
“Dear	me!	Very	well,	you	must	tell	me	all	about	it.	How	you	came	here,	what	all	this	talk	of	Basta	and

Dustfinger	means,	 everything!	You’ve	 grown!	Or	 have	 I	 shrunk?	My	God,	Meggie,	 I’m	 so	 glad	 you’re
here!	Now	we	can	get	this	story	back	under	control!	With	my	words	and	your	voice	-“

“Under	 control?	What	 do	you	mean?”	She	 suspiciously	 examined	his	 face.	She	had	often	 seen	him
look	just	like	that	in	the	past,	when	they	were	Capricorn’s	prisoners	-	his	brow	wrinkled,	his	eyes	as	clear
as	if	they	could	look	straight	into	your	heart.	But	this	wasn’t	the	place	for	explanations.

“Later!”	whispered	Fenoglio	and	drew	her	on.	“Later,	Meggie.	There	are	too	many	ears	here.	Damn	it,
where’s	my	torchbearer	now?”
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15	Strange	Sounds	on	a	Strange	Night

How	silent	lies	the	world
Within	fair	twilight	furled,
Bringing	such	sweet	relief!
A	quiet	room	resembling,
Where,	without	fear	or	trembling,
You	sleep	away	day’s	grief.
Matthias	Claudius,	Evening	Song
Later,	when	Meggie	 tried	 to	 remember	 the	way	 they	went	 to	Fenoglio’s	 room,	she	could	see	only	a

few	blurred	pictures	in	her	mind’s	eye	-	a	guard	who	tried	to	bar	their	way	with	his	spear,	but	sullenly	let
them	pass	when	he	recognized	Fenoglio,	dark	alleys	down	which	they	followed	a	boy	with	a	torch,	then	a
steep	flight	of	steps,	creaking	underfoot	as	it	led	them	up	the	side	of	a	gray	wall.	She	felt	so	dizzy	with
weariness	as	she	followed	Fenoglio	up	these	steps	that	he	felt	quite	anxious	and	took	her	arm	a	couple	of
times.

“I	think	we’d	better	wait	until	morning	to	tell	each	other	what’s	happened	since	we	last	met,”	he	said,
propelling	her	into	his	room.	“I’ll	ask	Minerva	to	bring	you	up	a	straw	mattress	later,	but	you’ll	sleep	in
my	bed	tonight.	Three	days	and	nights	in	the	Wayless	Wood.	Inky	infernos,	I’d	probably	have	died	of	sheer
fright!”

“Farid	 had	 his	 knife,”	 murmured	 Meggie.	 The	 knife	 had	 indeed	 been	 a	 comfort	 when	 they	 were
sleeping	in	the	treetops	by	night,	and	those	growling,	grating	noises	came	up	to	them	from	below.	Farid
had	always	kept	it	ready	at	hand.	“And	when	he	saw	ghosts,”	she	said	sleepily,	as	Fenoglio	lit	a	lamp,	“he
made	a	fire.”

“Ghosts?	There	aren’t	any	ghosts	in	this	world,	or	at	least	none	that	I	wrote	into	it.	What	did	you	eat
all	that	time?”

Meggie	groped	her	way	over	to	the	bed.	It	looked	very	inviting,	even	if	it	was	only	a	straw	mattress
and	a	couple	of	coarse	blankets.	“Berries,”	she	murmured.	“Lots	of	berries,	and	the	bread	we	took	with	us
from	Elinor’s	kitchen	-	and	rabbits,	but	Farid	caught	those.”

“Good	heavens	above!”	Fenoglio	shook	his	head,	incredulous.	It	was	really	good	to	see	his	wrinkled
face	again,	but	right	now	all	Meggie	really	wanted	to	do	was	sleep.	She	took	off	her	boots,	crept	under	the
scratchy	blankets,	and	stretched	out	her	aching	legs.

“What	gave	you	the	crazy	idea	of	reading	yourself	and	Farid	into	the	Wayless	Wood?	Why	not	arrive
here?	Dustfinger	must	have	told	the	boy	a	few	things	about	this	world.”

“Orpheus’s	words.”	Meggie	couldn’t	help	yawning.	“We	only	had	Orpheus’s	words,	and	Dustfinger
had	gotten	Orpheus	to	read	him	into	the	forest.”

“Of	course.	Sounds	just	like	him.”	She	felt	Fenoglio	pulling	the	blankets	up	to	her	chin.	“I’d	better	not
ask	you	who	this	Orpheus	is.	We’ll	talk	again	tomorrow.	Sleep	well.	And	welcome	to	my	world!”

Meggie	just	managed	to	open	her	eyes	once	more.	“Where	are	you	going	to	sleep?”
“Don’t	worry	about	me.	A	few	of	Minerva’s	relations	come	in	every	night	to	share	the	family’s	beds

downstairs,	and	one	more	won’t	make	much	difference.	You	soon	get	used	to	a	little	less	comfort,	I	assure
you.	I	only	hope	her	husband	doesn’t	snore	as	loud	as	she	says.”

Then	he	 closed	 the	 door	 behind	him,	 and	Meggie	 heard	 him	 laboriously	making	his	way	down	 the



steep	wooden	 staircase,	 cursing	quietly	 to	himself.	Mice	 scurried	 through	 the	 rafters	over	her	head	 (at
least,	she	hoped	they	were	mice)	and	the	voices	of	 the	sentries	guarding	the	nearby	city	wall	drifted	in
through	the	only	window.	Meggie	closed	her	eyes.	Her	feet	hurt,	and	the	music	from	the	strolling	players’
camp	was	still	ringing	in	her	ears.	The	Black	Prince,	she	thought,	I’ve	seen	the	Black	Prince…and	the	city
gate	of	Ombra…and	I’ve	heard	the	trees	whispering	to	one	another	in	the	Wayless	Wood.	If	she	could	only
have	told	Resa	all	about	it.	Or	Elinor.	Or	Mo.	But	more	than	likely	Mo	never	wanted	to	hear	another	word
about	the	Inkworld.

Meggie	 rubbed	 her	 tired	 eyes.	 Fairies’	 nests	 clung	 to	 the	 beams	 in	 the	 roof	 above	 the	 bed,	 just	 as
Fenoglio	had	always	wanted,	but	nothing	moved	behind	 the	dark	entrance	holes	where	 the	 fairies	 flew
into	them.	Fenoglio’s	attic	room	was	a	good	deal	larger	than	the	one	where	he	and	Meggie	had	been	kept
prisoner	by	Capricorn.	As	well	as	the	bed	he	had	so	generously	let	her	have,	there	was	a	wooden	chest,	a
bench,	and	a	writing	desk	made	of	dark	wood,	gleaming	and	adorned	with	carvings.	It	did	not	go	with	the
rest	of	the	furniture:	the	roughly	made	bench,	the	simple	chest.	You	might	have	thought	it	had	strayed	here
out	of	another	story,	just	like	Meggie	herself.	An	earthenware	jug	stood	on	it,	containing	a	whole	set	of
quill	pens,	there	were	two	inkwells…

Fenoglio	was	looking	happy.	He	really	was.
Meggie	passed	her	arm	over	her	tired	face.	The	dress	Resa	had	made	her	still	smelled	of	her	mother,

but	now	it	smelled	of	the	Wayless	Wood,	too.	She	put	her	hand	inside	the	leather	bag	that	she	had	almost
lost	twice	in	the	forest	and	took	out	the	notebook	Mo	had	given	her.	The	marbled	binding	was	a	mixture	of
deep	blue	and	peacock	green	-	Mo’s	favorite	colors.	It	was	good	to	have	your	books	with	you	in	strange
places.	Mo	had	told	her	that	so	often,	but	did	he	mean	places	like	this?	On	their	second	day	in	the	forest
Meggie	had	tried	to	read	the	book	she	had	brought	with	her,	while	Farid	went	hunting	for	a	rabbit.	She
couldn’t	get	past	the	first	page,	and	finally	she	had	forgotten	the	book	and	left	it	lying	as	she	sat	beside	a
stream	with	swarms	of	blue	fairies	hovering	over	it.	Did	your	hunger	for	stories	die	down	when	you	were
in	one	yourself?	Or	had	she	just	been	too	exhausted?	I	should	at	least	write	down	what’s	happened	so	far,
she	thought,	stroking	the	cover	of	her	notebook	again,	but	weariness	was	like	cotton	wool	in	her	head	and
her	limbs.	Tomorrow,	she	thought.	And	tomorrow	I’ll	tell	Fenoglio	that	he	must	write	me	back	home,	too.
I’ve	seen	the	fairies,	I’ve	even	seen	the	fire-elves,	and	the	Wayless	Wood	and	Ombra.	Yes.	Because,	after
all,	it	will	take	him	a	few	days	to	find	the	right	words…

Something	rustled	in	one	of	the	fairies’	nests	above	her.	But	no	blue	face	looked	out.
It	was	chilly	in	this	room,	and	everything	was	strange	-	so	strange.	Meggie	was	used	to	strange	places;

after	all,	Mo	had	always	taken	her	with	him	when	he	had	to	go	away	to	cure	sick	books.	But	she	could
rely	 on	 one	 thing	 in	 all	 those	 places:	 She	 knew	 he	was	with	 her.	 Always.	Meggie	 pressed	 her	 cheek
against	the	rough	straw	mattress.	She	missed	her	mother	and	Elinor	and	Darius,	but	most	of	all	she	missed
Mo.	It	was	like	an	ache	tugging	at	her	heart.	Love	and	a	guilty	conscience	didn’t	mix.	If	only	he	had	come,
too!	He’d	shown	her	so	much	of	her	own	world,	how	she	would	have	loved	to	show	him	this	one!	She
knew	he’d	have	liked	it	all:	the	fire-elves,	the	whispering	trees,	the	camp	of	the	strolling	players…

Oh,	she	did	miss	Mo.
How	about	Fenoglio?	Wasn’t	there	anyone	he	missed?	Didn’t	he	feel	at	all	homesick	for	the	village

where	he	used	to	live,	for	his	children,	his	friends,	and	neighbors?	What	about	his	grandchildren?	Meggie
had	 often	 raced	 around	 his	 house	 with	 them!	 “I’ll	 show	 you	 everything	 tomorrow!”	 Fenoglio	 had
whispered	 to	her	as	 they	hurried	after	 the	boy	ahead	of	 them,	carrying	 the	 torch	 that	had	almost	burned
down,	 and	 his	 voice	 had	 sounded	 as	 if	 he	were	 a	 prince	 informing	 his	 guest	 that	 he	would	 show	him
around	the	palace	the	next	day.	“The	guards	don’t	like	people	roaming	the	streets	by	night,”	he	had	added,
and	 it	was	 indeed	very	quiet	 among	 the	close-crammed	houses.	They	 reminded	Meggie	of	Capricorn’s
village	so	much	that	she	half	expected	to	see	one	of	the	Black	Jackets	around	some	corner,	leaning	against
the	wall	with	a	rifle	in	his	hand.	But	all	they	met	were	a	few	pigs	grunting	as	they	wandered	in	the	steep



alleys,	 and	 a	 ragged	man	 sweeping	 up	 the	 garbage	 that	 lay	 among	 the	 houses	 and	 shoveling	 it	 into	 a
handcart.	“You’ll	get	used	to	the	smell	in	time!”	Fenoglio	had	whispered,	as	Meggie	put	her	hand	over	her
nose.	“Think	yourself	 lucky	I’m	not	 lodging	with	a	dyer,	or	over	 there	with	 the	 tanners.	Even	I	haven’t
gotten	used	to	the	stink	of	their	trades.”

No,	Meggie	 felt	 sure	 that	Fenoglio	didn’t	miss	anything.	Why	would	he?	This	was	his	world,	born
from	his	brain,	as	familiar	to	him	as	his	own	thoughts.

Meggie	listened	to	the	night.	There	was	another	sound	as	well	as	the	rustle	of	the	scurrying	mice	-	a
faint	snoring.	 It	 seemed	 to	come	from	the	desk.	Pushing	back	her	blanket,	she	made	her	way	cautiously
over	 to	 it.	 A	 glass	 man	 was	 sleeping	 beside	 the	 jug	 of	 quill	 pens,	 his	 head	 on	 a	 tiny	 cushion.	 His
transparent	limbs	were	spattered	with	ink.	Presumably	he	sharpened	the	pens,	dipped	them	in	the	bulbous
inkwells,	sprinkled	sand	over	the	wet	ink…just	as	Fenoglio	had	always	wanted.	And	did	the	fairies’	nests
above	his	bed	really	bring	good	luck	and	sweet	dreams?	Meggie	thought	she	saw	a	trace	of	fairy	dust	on
the	desk.	Thoughtfully,	she	ran	her	finger	over	it,	looked	at	the	glittering	dust	left	clinging	to	her	fingertip,
and	rubbed	it	on	her	forehead.	Did	fairy	dust	cure	homesickness?

For	 she	was	 still	homesick.	All	 this	beauty	around	her,	yet	 she	kept	 thinking	of	Elinor’s	house	and
Mo’s	workshop…Her	 heart	was	 so	 stupid!	Hadn’t	 it	 always	 beat	 faster	when	Resa	 told	 her	 about	 the
Inkworld?	And	now	that	she	was	here,	really	here,	it	didn’t	seem	to	know	just	what	it	ought	to	feel.	It’s
because	the	others	aren’t	here,	too,	something	inside	her	whispered,	as	if	her	heart	were	trying	to	defend
itself.	Because	they’re	none	of	them	here.

If	 only	Farid	 at	 least	 had	 stayed	with	her…How	she	 envied	him	 the	way	he	had	 slipped	 from	one
world	to	another	as	if	he	were	just	changing	his	shirt!	The	only	longing	he	seemed	to	know	was	for	the
sight	of	Dustfinger’s	scarred	face.

Meggie	went	to	the	window.	There	was	only	a	piece	of	fabric	tacked	over	it.	Meggie	pushed	it	aside
and	looked	down	into	the	narrow	alley.	The	ragged	refuse	collector	was	just	pushing	his	cart	past	with	its
heavy,	 stinking	 load.	 It	 nearly	got	 stuck	between	 the	buildings.	The	windows	above	 it	were	 almost	 all
dark;	a	candle	burned	behind	only	one	of	them,	and	a	child’s	crying	drifted	out	into	the	night.	Roof	stood
next	to	roof	like	the	scales	of	a	fir	cone,	and	the	walls	and	towers	of	the	castle	rose	dark	above	them	to
the	starry	sky.

The	 Laughing	 Prince’s	 castle.	 Resa	 had	 described	 it	 well.	 The	 moon	 stood	 pale	 above	 the	 gray
battlements,	outlining	them	in	silver,	them	and	the	guards	pacing	up	and	down	on	the	walls.	It	seemed	to
be	 the	 same	 as	 the	moon	 that	 rose	 and	 set	 over	 the	 mountains	 behind	 Elinor’s	 house.	 “The	 prince	 is
holding	festivities	for	his	spoiled	grandson,”	Fenoglio	had	told	Meggie,	“and	I’m	supposed	to	go	up	to	the
castle	with	a	new	song.	I’ll	take	you	with	me.	We’ll	have	to	find	you	a	clean	dress,	but	Minerva	has	three
daughters.	They’re	sure	to	have	a	dress	among	them	to	fit	you.”

Meggie	took	one	last	look	at	the	sleeping	glass	man	and	went	back	to	the	bed	under	the	fairies’	nests.
After	the	celebrations,	she	thought	as	she	pulled	off	her	dirty	dress	over	her	head	and	slipped	under	the
coarse	blanket	again,	first	thing	after	the	celebrations	I’ll	ask	Fenoglio	to	write	me	home.	As	she	closed
her	eyes,	she	once	again	saw	the	swarms	of	fairies	who	had	swirled	around	her	in	the	green	twilight	of	the
Wayless	Wood,	 pulling	 her	 hair	 until	 Farid	 threw	 fir	 cones	 at	 them.	She	 heard	 the	 trees	whispering	 in
voices	that	seemed	to	be	half	earth,	half	air,	she	remembered	the	scaly	faces	she	had	seen	in	the	water	of
dark	pools,	and	the	Black	Prince,	too,	and	his	bear…

There	was	a	rustling	under	the	bed,	and	something	crawled	over	her	arm.	Meggie	sleepily	brushed	it
off.	I	hope	Mo	isn’t	too	angry	was	the	last	thing	she	thought	before	she	fell	asleep	and	dreamed	of	Elinor’s
garden.	Or	was	it	the	Wayless	Wood?
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16	Only	a	Lie

The	blanket	was	there,	but	it	was	the	boy’s	embrace	that	covered	and	warmed	him.
Jerry	Spinelli,	Maniac	Magee
Farid	soon	realized	that	Fenoglio	was	right.	It	had	been	stupid	just	to	go	off	like	that	in	the	middle	of

the	night.	It	was	true	that	no	robber	leaped	out	at	him	from	the	darkness,	and	not	even	a	fox	crossed	his
path	as	he	climbed	the	moonlit	hill	that	the	strolling	players	had	pointed	out	to	him,	but	which	of	the	run-
down	farms	 lying	among	 the	black	nocturnal	 trees	was	 the	 right	one?	They	all	 looked	 the	same:	a	gray
stone	house,	not	much	bigger	than	a	hut,	surrounded	by	olive	trees,	a	well,	sometimes	a	cowshed,	a	few
narrow	fields.	Nothing	stirred	in	the	farmhouses.	Their	inhabitants	were	asleep,	exhausted	by	hard	work,
and	with	every	wall	and	every	gate	that	he	crept	past	Farid’s	hopes	dwindled.	Suddenly,	and	for	the	first
time,	he	felt	lost	in	this	strange	world,	and	he	was	about	to	curl	up	and	go	to	sleep	under	a	tree	when	he
saw	the	fire.

It	was	 burning	brightly	 high	up	on	 the	 slope	of	 the	 hill,	 red	 as	 a	 hibiscus	 flower	 opening	 and	 then
fading	even	as	it	unfurls.	Farid	quickened	his	pace	and	hurried	up	the	slope,	his	gaze	fixed	on	the	place
where	he	had	seen	the	blossoming	flames.	Dustfinger!	It	shone	among	the	trees	again,	sulfur	yellow	this
time,	bright	as	sunlight.	It	must	be	Dustfinger!	Who	else	would	make	fire	dance	by	night?

Farid	went	faster,	so	fast	that	he	was	soon	struggling	for	breath.	He	came	upon	a	path	winding	uphill,
past	the	stumps	of	trees	that	had	been	felled	only	recently.	The	path	was	stony	and	wet	with	dew,	but	his
bare	feet	were	glad	to	be	spared	the	prickly	thyme	for	a	while.	There,	another	red	flower	blossoming	in
the	darkness!	Above	him,	a	house	emerged	from	the	night.	Beyond	it	the	hill	climbed	on,	terraced	fields
rose	up	the	slope	like	steps,	with	stones	piled	up	along	their	edges.	The	house	itself	looked	as	poor	and
plain	as	all	the	others.	The	path	ended	at	a	simple	gateway	and	a	wall	of	flat	stones	just	high	enough	to
reach	Farid’s	chest.	As	he	stood	at	the	gate	a	goose	went	for	him,	flapping	her	wings	and	hissing	like	a
snake,	but	Farid	took	no	notice	of	her.	He	had	found	the	man	he	was	looking	for.

Dustfinger	was	 standing	 in	 the	yard,	making	 flowers	of	 flame	blossom	 in	 the	air.	They	opened	at	 a
snap	of	his	fingers,	spread	their	fiery	petals,	faded,	put	out	stems	of	burning	gold,	and	burst	into	flower	yet
again.	The	fire	seemed	to	come	out	of	nowhere;	Dustfinger	had	only	to	call	it	with	his	hands	or	his	voice,
he	fanned	the	flames	with	nothing	but	his	breath	-	no	torches	now,	no	bottle	from	which	he	filled	his	mouth
-	Farid	could	see	none	of	the	aids	he	had	needed	in	the	other	world.	He	just	stood	there	setting	the	night
ablaze.	More	and	more	 flowers	swirled	around	him	 in	 their	wild	dance,	spitting	sparks	at	his	 feet	 like
golden	seed	corn,	until	he	stood	there	bathed	in	liquid	fire.

Farid	 had	 noticed	 often	 enough	 how	peaceful	Dustfinger’s	 face	 became	when	 he	was	 playing	with
fire,	but	he	had	never	seen	him	look	so	happy	before.	Just	plain	happy.	The	goose	was	still	cackling,	but
Dustfinger	seemed	not	to	hear	her.	Only	when	Farid	opened	the	gate	did	she	scold	so	shrilly	that	he	turned
-	 and	 the	 fiery	 flowers	 went	 out	 as	 if	 night	 had	 crushed	 them	 in	 black	 fingers.	 The	 happiness	 in
Dustfinger’s	face	was	extinguished,	too.

At	the	door	of	the	house,	a	woman	stood	up;	she	had	probably	been	sitting	on	the	doorstep.	There	was
a	boy	there,	too;	Farid	hadn’t	noticed	him	before.	The	boy’s	gaze	followed	Farid	as	he	crossed	the	yard,
but	Dustfinger	 still	 hadn’t	moved	 from	 the	 spot	where	he	was	 standing.	He	 just	 looked	at	Farid	 as	 the
sparks	went	out	at	his	feet,	leaving	nothing	but	a	faint	red	glow	behind.

Farid	sought	that	familiar	face	for	any	welcome,	any	hint	of	a	smile,	but	it	showed	only	bewilderment.



At	last	Farid’s	courage	failed	him,	and	he	just	stood	there,	with	his	heart	trembling	in	his	breast	as	if	it
were	freezing	cold.

“Farid?”
Dustfinger	was	coming	toward	him.	The	woman	followed.	She	was	very	beautiful,	but	Farid	ignored

her.	Dustfinger	was	wearing	 the	 clothes	 he	 always	 carried	with	 him	 in	 the	 other	world	 but	 had	 never
worn.	Black	and	red…Farid	dared	not	look	at	him	when	he	stopped	a	pace	away.	He	just	stood	there	with
his	head	bent,	 staring	at	his	 toes.	Perhaps	Dustfinger	had	never	meant	 to	 take	him	along	at	all,	perhaps
he’d	 fixed	 it	 from	the	start	 that	Cheeseface	wouldn’t	 read	 those	 final	sentences,	and	now	he	was	angry
because	Farid	had	followed	him	from	one	world	to	another	all	the	same…Would	he	beat	him?	He’d	never
beaten	him	yet,	although	he’d	come	close	to	it	once	when	Farid	accidentally	set	fire	to	Gwin’s	tail.

“How	could	 I	 ever	 have	 believed	 that	 anything	would	 stop	 you	 from	chasing	 after	me?”	Farid	 felt
Dustfinger’s	hand	raise	his	chin,	and	when	he	looked	up,	he	saw	at	last	what	he	had	been	hoping	for	in
Dustfinger’s	eyes:	 joy.	“Where	have	you	been	hiding?	 I	called	you	at	 least	a	dozen	 times,	 I	 looked	 for
you…The	 fire-elves	must	have	 thought	me	crazy!”	He	was	 scrutinizing	Farid’s	 face	anxiously,	 as	 if	he
wasn’t	sure	whether	 there	was	some	change	in	 it.	 It	was	so	good	to	feel	his	concern.	Farid	could	have
danced	for	joy,	the	way	the	fire	had	danced	for	Dustfinger	just	now.

“Well,	you	seem	to	be	the	same	as	ever!”	said	Dustfinger	at	last.	“A	skinny	dark-eyed	little	devil.	But
wait	-	you’re	so	quiet!	It	didn’t	cost	you	your	voice,	did	it?”

Farid	 smiled.	 “No,	 I’m	 all	 right!”	 he	 said,	 glancing	 quickly	 at	 the	woman,	who	was	 still	 standing
behind	 Dustfinger.	 “But	 it	 wasn’t	 Cheeseface	 who	 brought	 me	 here.	 He	 simply	 stopped	 reading	 the
moment	you	were	gone!	Meggie	read	me	here,	using	Cheeseface’s	words.”

“Meggie?	Silvertongue’s	daughter?”
“Yes,	but	what	about	you?	You’re	all	right,	aren’t	you?”
Dustfinger’s	mouth	twisted	into	the	wry	smile	that	Farid	knew	so	well.	“As	you	can	see,	the	scars	are

still	there.	But	there’s	no	more	damage	done,	if	that’s	what	you	mean.”	He	turned	around	and	looked	at	the
woman	in	a	way	that	Farid	didn’t	like	at	all.

Her	hair	was	black,	and	her	eyes	were	almost	as	dark	as	his	own.	She	really	was	very	beautiful,	even
if	she	was	old	-	well,	much	older	than	Farid	-	but	he	didn’t	like	her.	He	didn’t	like	either	her	or	the	boy.
After	all,	he	hadn’t	followed	Dustfinger	to	his	own	world	just	to	share	him.

The	woman	came	up	beside	Dustfinger	and	placed	her	hand	on	his	shoulder.	“Who’s	this?”	she	asked,
sizing	up	Farid	in	much	the	same	way	as	he	had	looked	at	her.	“One	of	your	many	secrets?	A	son	I	don’t
know	about?”

Farid	felt	the	blood	rise	to	his	face.	Dustfinger’s	son.	He	liked	the	idea.	Unobtrusively,	he	stole	a	look
at	the	strange	boy.	Who	was	his	father?

“My	son?”	Dustfinger	affectionately	caressed	the	woman’s
face.	“What	an	idea!	No,	Farid’s	a	fire-eater.	He	was	my	apprentice	for	a	while,	and	now	he	thinks	I

can’t	manage	without	him.	Indeed,	he’s	so	sure	of	it	that	he	follows	me	everywhere,	however	far	he	has	to
go.”

“Oh,	stop	it!”	Farid’s	voice	sounded	angrier	than	he	had	intended.	“I’m	here	to	warn	you!	But	I	can	go
away	again	if	you	like.”

“Take	 it	easy!”	Dustfinger	held	him	firmly	by	 the	arm	as	he	 turned	 to	go.	“Heavens	above,	 I	 forgot
how	quickly	you	take	offense.	Warn	me?	Warn	me	of	what?”

“Basta.”
The	woman’s	 hand	 flew	 to	 her	mouth	when	 he	 said	 that	 name	 -	 and	 Farid	 began	 to	 tell	 his	 story,

describing	 everything	 that	 had	 happened	 since	 Dustfinger	 disappeared	 from	 that	 remote	 road	 in	 the
mountains	as	if	he	had	never	existed.	When	he	had	finished,	Dustfinger	asked	just	one	question.	“So	Basta
has	the	book?”



Farid	dug	his	toes	into	the	hard	earth	and	nodded.	“Yes,”	he	muttered	ruefully.	“He	put	his	knife	to	my
throat.	What	was	I	to	do?”

“Basta?”	The	woman	reached	for	Dustfinger’s	hand.	“He’s	still	alive,	then?”
Dustfinger	just	nodded.	Then	he	looked	at	Farid	again.	“Do	you	believe	he’s	here	now?	Do	you	think

Orpheus	has	read	him	here?”
Farid	shrugged	helplessly.	“I	don’t	know!	When	I	got	away	from	him	he	shouted	after	me	that	he’d	be

revenged	on	Silvertongue,	too.	But	Silvertongue	doesn’t	believe	it,	he	says	Basta	was	just	in	a	rage…”
Dustfinger	looked	at	the	gate,	which	was	still	standing	open.	“Yes,	Basta	says	a	lot	of	things	when	he’s

in	a	rage,”	he	murmured.	Then	he	sighed	and	trod	out	a	few	sparks	that	were	still	glowing	on	the	ground	in
front	of	him.

“Bad	news,”	he	said	softly.	“Nothing	but	bad	news.	All	we	need	now	is	for	you	to	have	brought	Gwin
with	you.”

Thank	heaven	it	was	dark.	Lies	weren’t	nearly	as	easily	spotted	in	the	dark	as	by	day.	Farid	did	his
best	to	sound	as	surprised	as	possible.	“Gwin?	Oh	no!	No,	I	didn’t	bring	him	with	me.	You	said	he	was	to
stay	there.	And	Meggie	said	so,	too	-	she	said	I	mustn’t	bring	him.”

“Clever	girl!”	Dustfinger’s	sigh	of	relief	went	to	Farid’s	heart.
“You	 left	 the	marten	behind?”	The	woman	 shook	her	 head,	 as	 if	 she	 couldn’t	 believe	 it.	 “I	 always

thought	you	loved	that	little	monster	more	than	any	other	living	creature.”
“Oh,	 you	 know	my	 faithless	 heart!”	 replied	Dustfinger,	 but	 his	 lighthearted	 tone	 of	 voice	 couldn’t

deceive	even	Farid.	“Are	you	hungry?”	he	asked	the	boy.	“How	long	have	you	been	here?”
Farid	 cleared	 his	 throat;	 his	 lie	 about	 Gwin	was	 like	 a	 splinter	 lodged	 in	 it.	 “For	 four	 days,”	 he

managed	to	say.	“The	strolling	players	gave	us	something	to	eat,	but	I’m	still	hungry,	all	the	same.	…”
“Us?”	Dustfinger’s	voice	suddenly	sounded	distrustful.
“Silvertongue’s	daughter.	Meggie.	She	came	with	me.”
“She’s	here?”	Dustfinger	 looked	at	him	 in	astonishment.	Then	he	groaned	and	pushed	 the	hair	back

from	his	forehead.	“Oh,	how	pleased	her	father	will	be!	Not	to	mention	her	mother.	Did	you	by	any	chance
bring	anyone	else,	too?”

Farid	shook	his	head.
“Where	is	she	now?”
“With	the	old	man.”	Farid	jerked	his	head	back	the	way	he	had	come.	“He’s	living	near	the	castle.	We

met	him	in	the	strolling	players’	camp.	Meggie	was	very	glad	to	see	him.	She	was	going	to	look	for	him
anyway,	to	get	him	to	take	her	back.	I	think	she’s	homesick.	…”

“What	old	man?	Who	the	devil	are	you	talking	about	now?”
“Well,	that	writer!	The	one	with	the	face	like	a	tortoise	-	you	remember,	you	ran	away	from	him	back

then	in	-“
“Yes,	yes,	all	right!”	Dustfinger	put	his	hand	over	Farid’s	mouth	as	if	he	didn’t	want	to	hear	another

word,	 and	 stared	 toward	 the	place	where,	 somewhere	 in	 the	darkness,	 the	walls	of	Ombra	 lay	hidden.
“Heavens	above,	what	next?”	he	murmured.

“Is	that…	is	it	more	bad	news?”	Farid	hardly	dared	to	ask.
Dustfinger	looked	away,	but	all	the	same	Farid	had	seen	his	smile.	“Oh	yes,”	he	said.	“I	suppose	there

never	was	a	boy	who	brought	so	much	bad	news	all	at	once.	And	in	the	middle	of	the	night,	too.	What	do
we	do	with	bearers	of	bad	tidings,	Roxane?”

Roxane.	So	that	was	her	name.	For	a	moment	Farid	thought	she	would	suggest	sending	him	away.	But
then	she	shrugged.	“We	feed	them,	what	else?”	she	said.	“Even	if	this	one	doesn’t	look	too	starved.”
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“If	he	has	been	my	father’s	enemy,	I	like	him	still	less!”	exclaimed	the	now	really	anxious	girl.	“Will
you	not	speak	to	him,	Major	Heyward,	that	I	may	hear	his	tones?	Foolish	though	it	may	be,	you	have	often
heard	me	avow	my	faith	in	the	tones	of	the	human	voice!”

J.	Fenimore	Cooper,	The	Last	of	the	Mohicans
Evening	 drew	 on,	 night	 fell,	 and	 no	 one	 came	 to	 unlock	 Elinor’s	 cellar.	 They	 sat	 there	 in	 silence

among	tubes	of	tomato	puree,	cans	of	ravioli,	and	all	the	other	provisions	stacked	on	the	shelves	around
them	-	trying	not	to	see	the	fear	on	one	another’s	faces.

“My	house	isn’t	all	that	large!”	said	Elinor	once,	breaking	the	silence.	“By	now	even	that	fool	Basta
should	have	realized	that	Meggie	really	isn’t	here.”

No	one	replied.	Resa	was	clinging	to	Mortimer	as	if	that	would	protect	him	from	Basta’s	knife,	and
Darius	was	 cleaning	 his	 already	 spotless	 glasses	 for	 the	 hundredth	 time.	 By	 the	 time	 footsteps	 finally
approached	the	cellar	door,	Elinor’s	watch	had	stopped.	Memories	flooded	into	her	weary	mind	as	she
rose,	with	difficulty,	from	the	container	of	olive	oil	on	which	she	had	been	sitting	-	memories	of	blank,
windowless	walls	and	musty	straw.	Her	cellar	was	a	more	comfortable	prison	than	Capricorn’s	sheds,	let
alone	the	crypt	under	his	church,	but	the	same	man	opened	the	door	-	and	Elinor	was	just	as	much	afraid
of	Basta	in	her	own	house.

When	she	had	last	seen	him,	he	had	been	a	prisoner	himself,	shut	up	in	a	cage	by	the	master	he	adored.
Had	he	forgotten	that?	How	had	Mortola	persuaded	him	to	serve	her	again	in	spite	of	it?	The	stupid	idea
of	 asking	Basta	 didn’t	 even	 cross	Elinor’s	mind.	 She	 gave	 herself	 the	 answer:	 because	 a	 dog	 needs	 a
master.

Basta	had	 the	man	built	 like	a	wardrobe	with	him	when	he	came	 to	 fetch	 them.	There	were	four	of
them,	after	all,	 and	Basta	 remembered	only	 too	well	 the	day	when	Dustfinger	had	escaped	him.	“Well,
Silvertongue,	 I’m	sorry	 it’s	 taken	some	time,”	he	said	 in	his	soft,	catlike	voice,	as	he	pushed	Mortimer
down	 the	corridor	 to	Elinor’s	 library.	 “But	Mortola	 just	 couldn’t	decide	what	kind	of	 revenge	 to	 take,
now	that	your	witchy	daughter	really	has	run	for	it.”

“And	what	has	she	thought	up?”	asked	Elinor,	although	she	was	afraid	of	the	answer.	Basta	was	only
too	willing	to	tell	her.

“Well,	first	she	was	going	to	shoot	you	all	and	sink	you	in	the	lake,	although	we	told	her	just	burying
you	somewhere	under	the	bushes	out	there	would	do.	But	then	she	decided	it	would	be	too	merciful	to	let
you	die	knowing	the	little	witch	has	gotten	away	from	her.	No,	Mortola	really	didn’t	fancy	that	idea.”

“Oh,	didn’t	she?”	Fear	made	Elinor’s	legs	so	heavy	that	she	stopped	walking	until	the	wardrobe-man
impatiently	pushed	her	on.	But	before	she	could	ask	what	Mortola	was	planning	to	do	instead	of	shooting
them,	Basta	was	already	opening	the	door	of	her	library	and	ushering	them	in	with	an	ironic	bow.

Mortola	was	sitting	enthroned	in	Elinor’s	favorite	armchair.	Scarcely	a	pace	away	from	her	lay	a	dog
with	running	eyes	and	a	head	broad	enough	for	you	to	rest	a	plate	on	it.	Its	forelegs	were	bandaged,	like
Mortola’s	own	legs,	and	there	was	a	bandage	around	its	belly,	too.	A	dog!	In	her	library!	Elinor	tightened
her	lips.	This	is	probably	the	least	of	your	worries	right	now,	Elinor,	she	told	herself.	You’d	better	just
ignore	it.

Mortola’s	 stick	was	 leaning	 against	 one	 of	 the	 glass	 cases	 in	which	Elinor	 kept	 her	most	 valuable
books.	The	moon-faced	man	stood	beside	the	old	woman.	Orpheus	-	what	did	the	fool	think	he	was	doing,



claiming	such	a	name	for	himself?	Or	had	his	parents	in	all	seriousness	given	it	to	him?	At	any	rate,	he
looked	as	if	he,	too,	had	passed	a	sleepless	night,	which	gave	Elinor	a	certain	grim	satisfaction.

“My	son	always	said	revenge	was	a	dish	best	eaten	cold,”	observed	Mortola,	as	she	 looked	at	her
prisoners’	exhausted	faces.	There	was	a	pleased	expression	on	her	own.	“I	admit	I	wasn’t	in	any	mood	to
take	 that	 advice	 yesterday.	 I’d	 have	 liked	 to	 see	 you	 all	 dead	 there	 and	 then,	 but	 the	 little	 witch’s
disappearing	act	has	given	me	time	to	think,	and	I’ve	decided	to	postpone	my	revenge	for	a	while,	so	that
I	can	enjoy	it	all	the	more,	and	in	cold	blood.”

“Hear,	hear!”	muttered	Elinor,	earning	a	thrust	from	the	butt	of	Basta’s	rifle.	But	Mortola	turned	her
birdlike	gaze	on	Mortimer.	She	seemed	 to	be	seeing	no	one	else:	not	Resa,	not	Darius,	not	Elinor,	 just
him.

“Silvertongue!”	She	spoke	the	name	with	scorn.	“How	many	have	you	killed	with	your	velvet	voice?
A	 dozen?	 Cockerell,	 Flatnose,	 and	 finally,	 your	 crowning	 achievement,	 my	 son.”	 The	 bitterness	 in
Mortola’s	voice	was	as	raw	as	if	Capricorn	had	died	only	last	night,	instead	of	over	a	year	ago.	“And	you
will	die	for	killing	him.	You	will	die	as	sure	as	I’m	sitting	here,	and	I	shall	watch,	as	I	had	to	watch	the
death	of	my	son.	But	since	I	know	from	personal	experience	that	nothing	hurts	more,	in	this	or	any	other
world,	than	the	death	of	one’s	own	child,	I	want	you	to	see	your	daughter	die	before	you	die	yourself.”

Mortimer	stood	there	and	didn’t	turn	a	hair.	Usually	you	could	see	all	his	feelings	in	his	face,	but	at
this	moment	even	Elinor	couldn’t	have	said	what	was	going	on	inside	him.

“She’s	gone,	Mortola,”	was	all	he	said,	hoarsely.	“Meggie’s	gone,	and	I	don’t	think	you	can	bring	her
back,	or	you’d	have	done	it	long	ago,	wouldn’t	you?”

“Who	said	anything	about	bringing	her	back?”	Mortola’s	narrow	lips	twisted	into	a	joyless	smile.	“Do
you	think	I	intend	to	stay	in	this	stupid	world	of	yours	any	longer	now	that	I	have	the	book?	Why	should	I?
No,	I’m	going	to	look	for	your	daughter	in	my	own	world,	where	Basta	will	catch	her	like	a	little	bird.
And	then	I’ll	give	the	two	of	you	to	my	son	as	a	present.	There’ll	be	more	festivities,	Silvertongue,	but
this	time	Capricorn	will	not	die.	Oh	no.	He’ll	sit	beside	me	and	hold	my	hand	while	Death	takes	first	your
daughter,	and	then	you.	Yes,	that’s	how	it	will	be!”

Elinor	glanced	at	Darius	and	saw	 in	his	 face	 the	 incredulous	astonishment	 that	 she	herself	 felt.	But
Mortola	was	smiling	superciliously.

“Why	are	you	staring	at	me	like	that?	You	think	Capricorn	is	dead?”	Mortola’s	voice	almost	cracked.
“Nonsense.	Yes,	he	died	here,	but	what	does	that	mean?	This	world	is	a	joke,	a	masquerade	such	as	the
strolling	players	perform	in	marketplaces.	 In	our	world,	 the	real	world,	Capricorn	 is	still	alive.	That’s
why	I	got	the	book	back	from	that	fire-eater.	The	little	witch	said	it	herself,	the	night	you	killed	him:	He’ll
always	be	there	as	long	as	the	book	exists.	Yes,	I	know	she	meant	the	fire-eater,	but	what’s	true	of	him	is
most	certainly	true	of	my	son!	They’re	still	there,	all	of	them:	Capricorn	and	Flatnose,	Cockerell	and	the
Shadow!”

She	 looked	 triumphantly	 from	 one	 to	 another	 of	 them,	 but	 they	 all	 remained	 silent.	 Except	 for
Mortimer.	 “That’s	nonsense,	Mortola!”	he	 said.	 “And	you	know	 it	 better	 than	anyone.	You	were	 in	 the
Inkworld	yourself	when	Capricorn	disappeared	from	it,	together	with	Basta	and	Dustfinger.”

“So?	He	went	away,	that’s	all.”	Mortola’s	voice	was	shrill.	“And	then	he	didn’t	come	back,	but	that
means	 nothing.	 My	 son	 was	 always	 traveling	 on	 business.	 The	 Adderhead	 sometimes	 sent	 him	 a
messenger	in	the	middle	of	the	night	when	he	needed	his	services,	and	then	he’d	be	gone	the	next	morning.
But	he’s	back	now.	Back	and	waiting	for	me	to	bring	his	murderer	to	his	fortress	in	the	Wayless	Wood.”

Elinor	felt	a	crazy	urge	to	laugh,	but	fear	closed	her	throat.	There’s	no	doubt	about	it,	she	thought,	the
old	Magpie’s	lost	her	wits!	Unfortunately,	that	didn’t	make	her	any	less	dangerous.

“Orpheus!”	Mortola	impatiently	beckoned	the	moon-face	to	her	side.	Very	slowly,	as	if	to	show	that
he	obeyed	her	by	no	means	as	willingly	as	Basta	did,	he	strolled	over	to	her,	taking	a	sheet	of	paper	out	of
the	inside	pocket	of	his	jacket	as	he	did	so.	With	a	self-important	expression,	he	unfolded	it	and	laid	it	on



the	glass	case	with	Mortola’s	stick	leaning	on	it.	The	dog,	panting,	watched	every	movement	he	made.
“It	won’t	be	easy!”	observed	Orpheus	as	he	leaned	over	the	dog,	affectionately	patting	its	ugly	head.

“I’ve	never	tried	reading	so	many	people	over	all	at	once	before.	Perhaps	it	would	be	a	better	idea	to	do
it	one	by	one	-“

“No!”	Mortola	brusquely	interrupted	him.	“No,	you’ll	read	us	all	over	at	once,	as	we	agreed.”
Orpheus	shrugged.	“Very	well,	just	as	you	like.	As	I	said,	it’s	risky	because	-“
“Be	quiet!	 I	don’t	want	 to	hear	 this.”	Mortola	dug	her	bony	 fingers	 into	 the	arms	of	 the	chair.	 (I’ll

never	be	able	to	sit	in	it	again	without	thinking	of	her,	thought	Elinor.)	“May	I	remind	you	of	that	cell?	I
was	the	one	who	paid	for	its	door	to	open.	A	word	from	me	and	you’ll	end	up	back	there,	without	books
or	so	much	as	a	single	sheet	of	paper.	And,	believe	me,	I’ll	make	sure	you	do	just	that	if	you	fail.	After	all,
you	read	the	fire-eater	over	without	much	trouble,	according	to	Basta.”

“Yes,	but	that	was	easy,	very	easy!	Like	putting	something	back	in	its	proper	place.”	Orpheus	looked
out	of	Elinor’s	window	as	dreamily	as	if	he	were	seeing	Dustfinger	vanish	again,	this	time	from	the	lawn
outside.	Frowning,	 he	 turned	back	 to	Mortola.	 “It’s	 different	with	him,”	he	 said,	 pointing	 to	Mortimer.
“It’s	not	his	story.	He	doesn’t	belong	in	it.”

“Nor	did	his	daughter.	Are	you	saying	she	reads	better	than	you?”
“Of	course	not!”	Orpheus	stood	up	very	straight.	“No	one	reads	better	than	me.	Haven’t	I	proved	that?

Didn’t	you	yourself	say	Dustfinger	spent	ten	years	looking	for	someone	to	read	him	back?”
“Yes,	very	well.	No	more	talk,	then.”	Mortola	picked	up	her	stick	and	rose	to	her	feet,	with	difficulty.

“Wouldn’t	it	be	amusing	if	a	ferocious	cat	slipped	out	of	the	pages,	like	the	one	that	came	through	when
the	fire-eater	left?	Basta’s	hand	hasn’t	healed	yet,	and	he	had	a	knife	and	the	dog	to	help	him.”	She	gave
Elinor	and	Darius	a	nasty	look.

Elinor	took	a	step	forward,	ignoring	the	butt	of	Basta’s	rifle.	“What	do	you	mean?	I’m	coming,	too,	of
course!”

Mortola	raised	her	eyebrows	in	mock	surprise.	“Oh,	and	who	do	you	think	decides	that?	Why	would	I
want	you	with	us?	Or	that	stupid	bungler	Darius?	I’m	sure	my	son	would	have	no	objection	to	feeding	you
two	to	 the	Shadow	as	well,	but	I	don’t	want	 to	make	things	 too	difficult	 for	Orpheus.”	She	pointed	her
stick	at	Mortimer.	“We’re	taking	him	with	us.	No	one	else.”

Resa	was	 clinging	 to	Mortimer’s	 arm.	Mortola	went	 over	 to	 her,	 smiling.	 “Yes,	 little	 pigeon,	 I’m
leaving	you	here,	too!”	she	said,	pinching	her	cheek	hard.	“It	will	hurt	if	I	take	him	away	from	you	again,
won’t	it?	When	you’ve	only	just	gotten	him	back.	After	all	those	years	…”

Mortola	 signed	 to	 Basta,	 who	 reached	 roughly	 for	 Resa’s	 arm.	 She	 struggled,	 still	 clinging	 to
Mortimer,	with	a	desperate	expression	on	her	face	that	went	to	Elinor’s	heart.	But	as	she	went	to	try	and
help	Resa,	 the	wardrobe-man	barred	her	way.	And	Mortimer	himself	gently	removed	Resa’s	hand	from
his	arm.

“It’s	all	right,”	he	said.	“After	all,	I’m	the	only	one	in	this	family	who	hasn’t	been	to	the	Inkworld	yet.
And	I	promise	you	I	won’t	come	back	without	Meggie.”

“Very	 true,	 because	 you	won’t	 come	 back	 at	 all!”	 Basta	mocked,	 as	 he	 pushed	 Resa	 hard	 toward
Elinor.	And	Mortola	was	 still	 smiling.	Elinor	would	 have	 loved	 to	 hit	 her.	Do	 something,	Elinor!	 she
thought.	But	what	could	she	do?	Hold	on	to	Mortimer?	Tear	up	the	sheet	of	paper	that	the	moon-face	was
so	carefully	smoothing	out	on	her	glass	case?

“Well,	can	we	begin	now?”	asked	Orpheus,	licking	his	lips	as	if	he	could	hardly	wait	to	demonstrate
his	skill	again.

“Of	course.”	Mortola	leaned	heavily	on	her	stick	and	beckoned	Basta	to	her	side.
Orpheus	looked	at	him	suspiciously.	“You’ll	make	sure	he	leaves	Dustfinger	alone,	right?”	he	said	to

Mortola.	“You	promised!”
Basta	passed	a	finger	over	his	throat	and	winked	at	him.



“Did	you	see	that?”	Orpheus’s	beautiful	voice	broke.	“You	promised!	That	was	my	one	condition.	You
leave	Dustfinger	in	peace	or	I	don’t	read	a	single	word!”

“Yes,	yes,	all	right,	don’t	shout	like	that	or	you’ll	ruin	your	voice,”	replied	Mortola	impatiently.	“We
have	Silvertongue.	Why	would	I	be	interested	in	that	wretched	fire-eater?	Go	on,	start	reading!”

“Hey,	wait	 a	minute!”	 This	was	 the	 first	 time	Elinor	 had	 heard	 the	wardrobe-man’s	 voice.	 It	was
curiously	high	for	a	man	of	his	size	-	as	if	an	elephant	were	speaking	in	a	cricket’s	chirping	voice.	“What
happens	to	the	others	when	you’re	gone?”

“How	should	I	know?”	Mortola	shrugged.	“Let	whatever	comes	here	to	replace	us	eat	them.	Make	the
fat	 woman	 your	 maid	 and	 Darius	 your	 bootboy.	 Anything	 you	 like,	 it’s	 all	 the	 same	 to	 me.	 Just	 start
reading!”

Orpheus	obeyed.	He	went	over	to	the	glass	case	where	the	sheet	of	paper	with	his	words	on	it	was
waiting,	cleared	his	throat,	and	adjusted	his	glasses.

“Capricorn’s	 fortress	 lay	 in	 the	 forest	where	 the	 first	 tracks	 of	 giants	 could	 be	 found.”	The	words
flowed	over	his	lips	like	music.	“It	was	a	long	time	since	anyone	had	seen	the	giants,	but	other	and	more
alarming	beings	haunted	the	walls	by	night	-	Night-Mares	and	Redcaps,	creatures	as	cruel	as	the	men	who
had	built	the	fortress.	It	was	all	of	gray	stone,	as	gray	as	the	rocky	slope	behind	it…”

Do	something!	 thought	Elinor.	Do	something,	 it’s	now	or	never.	Snatch	 that	piece	of	paper	from	the
moon-faced	man’s	hand,	kick	the	Magpie’s	stick	away…But	she	couldn’t	move	a	muscle.

What	a	voice!	And	the	magic	of	the	words	-	they	slowed	her	brain,	making	her	drowsy	with	delight.
When	Orpheus	read	of	prickly	woodbine	and	tamarisk	flowers,	Elinor	thought	she	could	smell	them.	He
really	does	read	as	well	as	Mortimer!	That	was	the	only	thought	of	her	own	that	would	form	in	her	head.
And	the	others	were	no	better	off;	they	were	all	staring	at	Orpheus’s	lips,	as	if	they	could	hardly	wait	for
the	next	word:	Darius,	Basta,	the	wardrobe-man,	even	Mortimer	-	why,	even	the	Magpie.	They	listened
motionless,	caught	up	in	the	sound	of	the	words.	Only	one	of	them	moved.	Resa.	Elinor	saw	her	struggling
against	the	magic	as	you	might	struggle	in	deep	water,	finally	coming	up	behind	Mortimer	and	flinging	her
arms	around	him.

And	then	they	had	all	disappeared:	Basta,	Mortola	the	Magpie	-	and	Mortimer	and	Resa.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
18	MORTOLA’S	REVENGE

I	do	not	dare,
I	do	not	dare	to	write	it,
if	you	die.
Pablo	Neruda,	“The	Dead	Woman,”	The	Captain’s	Verses
It	was	as	if	a	transparent	picture,	like	stained	glass,	came	down	over	what	Resa	had	just	been	seeing	-

Elinor’s	 library,	 the	 backs	 of	 the	 books	 so	 carefully	 classified	 by	Darius	 and	 arranged	 side	 by	 side	 -
blurring	 it	 all,	while	 the	 other	 picture	 itself	 became	 clearer.	 Stones	 eroded	 the	 books;	 soot-blackened
walls	replaced	the	bookshelves.	Grass	sprouted	from	Elinor’s	wooden	floorboards,	and	the	white	plaster
of	the	ceiling	gave	way	to	a	sky	covered	by	dark	clouds.

Resa’s	 arms	 were	 still	 wound	 around	 Mo.	 He	 was	 the	 only	 thing	 that	 didn’t	 disappear,	 and	 she
wouldn’t	let	go	of	him	for	fear	of	losing	him	again	after	all,	as	she	had	lost	him	once	before.	So	long	ago.

“Resa?”	She	saw	the	alarm	in	his	eyes	as	he	turned	and	realized	that	she	had	come,	too.	Quickly,	she
put	her	hand	over	his	mouth.

Honeysuckle	 climbed	 up	 the	 black	walls	 on	 their	 left.	Mo	put	 out	 his	 hand	 to	 the	 leaves,	 as	 if	 his
fingers	must	 feel	what	 his	 eyes	 had	 already	 seen.	Resa	 remembered	 that	 she	 had	 once	 done	 the	 same,
touching	everything,	bewildered	to	find	the	world	beyond	the	letters	on	the	page	so	real.

If	 she	 hadn’t	 heard	 the	 words	 Orpheus	 had	 spoken	 for	 herself,	 Resa	 wouldn’t	 have	 known	where
Mortola	had	made	him	read	them	all.	Capricorn’s	fortress	had	looked	so	different	when	she	had	last	stood
in	 its	courtyard.	There	had	been	men	everywhere,	armed	men	on	 the	flights	of	steps,	at	 the	gate,	on	 the
wall.	 Where	 the	 bakehouse	 had	 stood	 there	 was	 nothing	 now,	 but	 charred	 beams,	 and	 it	 was	 by	 the
stairway	over	there	that	she	and	the	other	maids	used	to	beat	the	dust	from	the	tapestry	hangings,	tapestries
that	Mortola	placed	on	the	walls	of	the	bare	rooms	only	on	special	occasions.

Those	rooms	were	gone.	The	walls	of	the	fortress	were	crumbling	and	black	from	fire.	Soot	covered
the	stones	as	 if	someone	had	painted	 them	with	a	black	brush,	and	yarrow	grew	all	over	 the	once	bare
courtyard.	Yarrow	loved	burned	earth;	it	grew	everywhere.	Where	a	narrow	stairway	had	once	led	up	to
the	watchtower,	 the	 forest	 was	 now	making	 its	 way	 into	 Capricorn’s	 den.	Young	 trees	 had	 taken	 root
among	 the	 ruins,	 as	 if	 they	 had	 been	 just	waiting	 to	 reclaim	 the	 place	 occupied	 by	 this	 human	 abode.
Thistles	grew	in	the	gaping	cavities	of	the	windows,	moss	covered	the	ruined	stairs,	and	ivy	climbed	to
the	charred	wooden	stumps	that	had	once	been	Capricorn’s	gallows.	Resa	had	seen	many	men	hanging	on
them.

“What’s	 this?”	Mortola’s	voice	echoed	from	the	dead	walls.	“What	are	these	miserable	ruins?	This
isn’t	my	son’s	fortress!”

Resa	drew	closer	to	Mo’s	side.	He	still	seemed	numbed,	almost	as	if	he	were	waiting	for	the	moment
when	he	would	wake	up	and	see	Elinor’s	books	again	instead	of	the	stones.	Resa	knew	only	too	well	how
he	was	feeling.	It	was	not	so	bad	for	her	this	second	time;	after	all,	she	wasn’t	alone	now,	and	she	knew
what	 had	 happened.	But	Mo	 seemed	 to	 have	 forgotten	 everything:	Mortola,	 Basta	 -	 and	why	 they	 had
brought	him	here.	Resa,	however,	had	not	 forgotten,	and	she	watched	with	a	 thudding	heart	as	Mortola
stumbled	through	the	yarrow	to	the	charred	walls	and	felt	 the	stones,	as	 if	she	were	running	her	fingers
over	her	dead	son’s	face.

“I’ll	cut	that	man	Orpheus’s	tongue	out	with	my	own	hands	and	serve	it	for	supper!”	she	exclaimed.



“With	chopped	foxglove!	Is	this	supposed	to	be	my	son’s	fortress?	Never!”
Her	head	moved	frantically	back	and	forth	like	a	bird’s	as	she	looked	around	her.	But	Basta	just	stood

there	in	silence,	pointing	his	rifle	at	Resa	and	Mo.
“Well,	say	something!”	shouted	the	Magpie.	“Say	something,	you	fool!”
Basta	bent	down	and	picked	up	a	rusty	helmet	lying	at	his	feet.	“What	do	you	expect	me	to	say?”	he

growled,	throwing	the	helmet	back	into	the	grass	with	a	gloomy	expression	and	giving	it	a	kick	that	sent	it
clattering	against	 the	wall.	 “Of	course	 it’s	our	castle.	Didn’t	you	see	 the	 figure	of	 the	goat	on	 the	wall
there?	Even	the	carved	devils	are	still	standing,	though	they	wear	ivy	crowns	now	-	and	look,	there’s	one
of	the	eyes	that	Slasher	liked	to	paint	on	the	stones.”

Mortola	stared	at	the	red	eye	to	which	Basta	was	pointing.	Then	she	hobbled	over	to	the	remains	of
the	 wooden	 gate,	 now	 splintered,	 torn	 off	 its	 hinges,	 and	 barely	 visible	 under	 the	 brambles	 and	 tall
stinging	nettles.	She	stood	there	in	silence,	looking	around	her.	As	for	Mo,	he	had	finally	come	back	to	his
senses.

“What	are	they	talking	about?”	he	whispered	to	Resa.	“Where	are	we?	Was	this	where	Capricorn	used
to	hide	out?”

Resa	just	nodded.	However,	the	Magpie	turned	at	the	sound	of	Mo’s	voice	and	stared	at	him.	Then	she
came	over	to	him,	stumbling	as	if	she	felt	dizzy.

“Yes,	this	is	his	castle,	but	Capricorn	isn’t	here!”	she	said	in	a	dangerously	low	voice.	“My	son	is	not
here.	So	Basta	was	right	after	all.	He’s	dead,	here	and	in	the	other	world,	too,	dead,	and	what	killed	him?
Your	voice,	your	accursed	voice!”	There	was	such	hatred	in	her	face	that	Resa	instinctively	tried	to	draw
Mo	away,	somewhere,	anywhere	he	would	be	safe	from	that	glance.	But	there	was	nothing	behind	them
but	the	sooty	wall	with	the	figure	of	Capricorn’s	goat	still	displayed	on	it,	a	red-eyed	goat	with	burning
horns.

“Silvertongue!”	Mortola	spat	out	the	word	as	if	it	were	poison.	“Killertongue	suits	you	better.	Your
daughter	couldn’t	bring	herself	to	utter	the	words	that	killed	my	son,	but	you	-	oh,	you	didn’t	hesitate	for	a
moment!”	Her	voice	was	little	more	than	a	whisper	as	she	went	on:	“I	can	still	see	you	before	me,	as	if	it
had	happened	only	last	night	-	taking	the	piece	of	paper	from	her	hand	and	putting	her	aside.	And	then	the
words	came	out	of	your	mouth,	fine-sounding	as	everything	you	say,	and	when	you’d	finished	my	son	lay
dead	in	the	dust.”	For	a	moment	she	put	her	fingers	to	her	mouth	as	if	to	suppress	a	sob.	When	she	let	her
hand	drop	again,	her	lips	were	still	quivering.

“How	-	how	can	this	be?”	she	went	on,	in	a	trembling	voice.	“Tell	me,	how	is	it	possible?	He	didn’t
belong	in	your	false	world	at	all.	So	how	could	he	die	there?	Was	that	the	only	reason	you	lured	him	over
with	your	wicked	tongue?”	And	again	she	turned	and	stared	at	the	burned	walls,	her	bony	hands	clenched
into	fists.

Basta	 bent	 down	 again.	 This	 time	 he	 picked	 up	 an	 arrow	 point.	 “I’d	 really	 like	 to	 know	 what
happened!”	he	muttered.	“I	always	said	Capricorn	wasn’t	here,	but	what	about	the	others?	Firefox,	Pitch-
Eater,	Humpback,	the	Piper,	Slasher…Are	they	all	dead?	Or	are	they	in	the	Laughing	Prince’s	dungeon?”
He	looked	uneasily	at	Mortola.	“What	are	we	going	to	do	if	they’re	all	gone?”	Basta	sounded	like	a	boy
afraid	of	the	dark.	“Do	you	want	us	to	live	in	a	cave	like	brownies	until	 the	wolves	find	us?	Have	you
forgotten	 the	wolves?	And	 the	Night-Mares,	 the	 fire-elves,	 all	 the	 other	 creatures	 crawling	 around	 the
place	…	I	for	one	haven’t	forgotten	them,	but	you	would	come	back	to	this	accursed	spot	where	there	are
three	ghosts	lurking	behind	every	tree!”	He	reached	for	the	amulet	dangling	around	his	neck,	but	Mortola
did	not	deign	to	look	at	him.

“Oh,	be	quiet!”	 she	 said,	 so	 sharply	 that	Basta	 flinched.	“How	often	must	 I	 tell	you	 that	ghosts	are
nothing	to	be	afraid	of?	As	for	wolves,	that’s	why	you	carry	a	knife,	isn’t	it?	We’ll	manage.	We	managed
in	their	world,	and	we	know	our	way	around	in	this	one	a	good	deal	better.	And,	don’t	forget,	we	have	a
powerful	friend	here.	We’re	going	to	pay	him	a	visit,	yes,	that’s	what.	But	first	I	have	something	else	to



do,	something	I	should	have	done	long	ago.”	And	again	her	eyes	were	on	Mo.	On	him	and	no	one	else.
Then	she	turned,	walked	steadily	up	to	Basta,	and	took	the	rifle	from	his	hand.

Resa	reached	for	Mo’s	arm	and	tried	to	pull	him	aside,	but	Mortola	was	too	quick	on	the	draw.	The
Magpie	had	some	skill	with	a	rifle.	She	had	often	shot	at	the	birds	who	pecked	the	seed	from	her	garden
beds,	back	 in	Capricorn’s	yard.	Blood	spread	over	Mo’s	 shirt	 like	a	 flower	blossoming,	 red,	crimson.
Resa	heard	herself	scream	as	he	fell	and	suddenly	lay	there	motionless,	while	the	grass	around	him	turned
as	red	as	his	shirt.	She	flung	herself	down	on	her	knees,	 turned	him	over,	and	pressed	her	hands	 to	 the
wound,	as	if	she	could	hold	back	the	blood,	all	the	blood	carrying	his	life	away…

“Come	along,	Basta!”	she	heard	Mortola	say.	“We	have	a	long	way	to	go,	and	it’s	time	we	found	safe
shelter	before	it	gets	dark.	This	forest	is	not	a	pleasant	place	by	night.”

“You’re	going	to	leave	them	here?”	That	was	Basta’s	voice.
“Why	not?	I	know	you	were	always	attracted	to	her,	but	the	wolves	will	take	care	of	them.	The	fresh

blood	will	bring	them	this	way.”
The	blood.	 It	was	still	 flowing	so	 fast,	and	Mo’s	 face	was	white	as	a	sheet.	“No.	Oh,	please,	no!”

whispered	Resa.	Aloud,	in	her	own	voice.	She	pressed	her	fingers	to	her	shaking	lips.
“Well,	 what	 do	 you	 know?	 Our	 little	 pigeon	 can	 speak	 again!”	 Basta’s	 mocking	 voice	 hardly

penetrated	the	rushing	in	her	ears.	“What	a	pity	he	can’t	hear	you	anymore,	eh?	So	long,	Resa!”
She	 did	 not	 look	 around.	 Not	 even	 when	 their	 footsteps	 died	 away.	 “No!”	 she	 heard	 herself

whispering	again	and	again.	“No!”	 like	a	prayer.	She	 tore	a	strip	of	 fabric	from	her	dress	-	 if	only	her
fingers	weren’t	shaking	so	badly	-	and	pressed	it	to	the	wound.	Her	hands	were	wet	with	his	blood	and
her	own	tears.	Resa,	she	told	herself	sternly,	crying	won’t	do	him	any	good.	Try	to	remember!	What	did
Capricorn’s	men	do	when	they	were	wounded?	They	cauterized	the	wound,	but	she	didn’t	want	to	think	of
that.	There	had	been	a	plant,	too,	a	plant	with	hairy	leaves	and	pale	mauve	flowers,	tiny	bells	into	which
bumblebees	flew,	buzzing.	She	looked	around,	through	the	veil	of	tears	over	her	eyes,	as	if	hoping	for	a
miracle…

Two	blue-skinned	fairies	were	hovering	among	the	twining	honeysuckle.	If	Dustfinger	had	been	here
now,	he’d	surely	have	known	how	to	entice	them.	He’d	have	called	to	them	softly,	persuaded	them	to	give
him	some	of	their	fairy	spit,	or	the	silvery	dust	that	they	shook	out	of	their	hair.

She	heard	her	own	sobbing	again.	She	lifted	the	dark	hair	back	from	Mo’s	brow	with	her	bloodstained
fingers,	called	him	by	name.	He	couldn’t	be	gone,	not	now,	not	after	all	those	years…	.

Over	and	over	she	called	his	name,	put	her	fingers	on	his	lips,	felt	his	breath,	shallow	and	irregular,
coming	with	difficulty	as	if	someone	were	sitting	on	his	chest.	Death,	she	thought,	it’s	Death…

A	sound	made	her	jump.	Footsteps	on	soft	leaves.	Had	Mortola	changed	her	mind?	Had	she	sent	Basta
back	to	fetch	them?	Or	were	the	wolves	coming?	If	only	she	at	least	had	a	knife.	Mo	always	carried	one.
Feverishly,	she	put	her	hands	in	his	trouser	pockets,	feeling	for	the	smooth	handle…

The	footsteps	grew	louder.	Yes,	they	were	human	footsteps,	no	doubt	about	it.	And	then	suddenly	all
was	still.	Menacingly	still.	Resa	felt	the	handle	in	her	fingers.	She	quickly	removed	the	knife	from	Mo’s
pocket	and	snapped	it	open.	She	hardly	dared	to	turn,	but	at	last	she	did.

An	old	woman	was	standing	in	what	had	once	been	Capricorn’s	gateway.	She	looked	as	small	as	a
child	among	the	pillars	that	still	stood	erect.	She	had	a	sack	slung	over	her	shoulder	and	was	wearing	a
dress	that	looked	as	if	she	had	woven	it	from	nettles.	Her	skin	was	burned	brown,	her	face	furrowed	like
the	bark	of	a	tree.	Her	gray	hair	was	as	short	as	a	marten’s	fur,	and	had	leaves	and	burrs	clinging	to	it.
Without	a	word,	she	came	toward	Resa.	Her	feet	were	bare,	but	she	didn’t	seem	to	mind	the	nettles	and
thistles	growing	in	the	courtyard	of	 the	ruined	fortress.	Her	face	expressionless,	she	pushed	Resa	aside
and	bent	over	Mo.	Unmoved,	 she	 lifted	 the	bloody	 scraps	of	 fabric	 that	Resa	was	 still	 pressing	 to	 the
wound.

“I	never	saw	a	wound	like	that	before,”	she	remarked,	in	a	voice	that	sounded	hoarse,	as	if	it	wasn’t



often	used.	“What	did	it?”
“A	rifle,”	replied	Resa.	It	felt	strange	to	be	speaking	with	her	tongue	again	instead	of	her	hands.
“A	rifle?”	The	old	woman	looked	at	her,	shook	her	head,	and	bent	over	Mo	again.	“A	rifle.	What	may

that	be?”	she	murmured	as	her	brown	fingers	felt	the	wound.	“Dear	me,	these	days	they	go	inventing	new
weapons	faster	than	a	chick	hatches	from	its	egg,	and	I	have	to	find	out	how	to	mend	what	they	stab	and
cut.”	She	put	her	 ear	 to	Mo’s	 chest,	 listened,	 and	 straightened	up	again	with	a	 sigh.	 “Are	you	wearing
something	under	 that	dress?”	 she	asked	abruptly,	without	 looking	at	Resa.	“Take	 it	off	 and	 tear	 it	up.	 I
need	long	strips.”	Then	she	put	her	hand	into	a	leather	bag	at	her	belt,	took	out	a	little	bottle,	and	used	its
contents	to	soak	one	of	the	strips	of	fabric	that	Resa	was	offering	her.	“Press	that	down	on	it!”	she	said,
handing	the	fabric	back	to	Resa.	“This	is	a	bad	wound.	I	may	have	to	cut	or	cauterize	it,	but	not	here.	The
two	of	us	can’t	carry	him	on	our	own,	but	the	strolling	players	have	a	camp	not	far	off,	for	their	old	and
sick	people.	 I	may	 find	help	 there.”	She	dressed	 the	wound	with	 fingers	as	nimble	as	 if	 she	had	never
done	anything	else.	“Keep	him	warm!”	she	said	as	she	rose	to	her	feet	again	and	slung	the	sack	over	her
shoulder.	Then	she	pointed	to	the	knife	that	Resa	had	dropped	in	the	grass.	“Keep	that	with	you.	I’ll	try	to
be	back	before	the	wolves	get	here.	And	if	one	of	the	White	Women	turns	up,	make	sure	she	doesn’t	look
at	him	or	whisper	his	name.”

Then	 she	 was	 gone,	 as	 suddenly	 as	 she	 had	 come.	 And	 Resa	 kneeled	 there	 in	 the	 courtyard	 of
Capricorn’s	 fortress,	 her	 hand	 pressed	 down	 on	 the	 blood-soaked	 dressing,	 and	 listened	 to	 Mo’s
breathing.

“Can	you	hear	me?	My	voice	is	back,”	she	whispered	to	him.	“Just	as	if	it	had	been	waiting	for	you
here.”	But	Mo	did	not	move.	His	face	was	as	pale	as	if	the	stones	and	grass	had	drunk	all	his	blood.

Resa	 didn’t	 know	 how	 much	 time	 had	 passed	 when	 she	 heard	 the	 whispering	 behind	 her,
incomprehensible	and	soft	as	rain.	When	she	looked	around,	there	stood	the	figure	on	the	ruined	stairway.
A	White	Woman,	 blurred	 as	 a	 reflection	 on	water.	 Resa	 knew	 only	 too	well	 what	 such	 an	 apparition
meant.	She	had	told	Meggie	about	the	White	Women	often	enough.	Only	one	thing	lured	them,	and	faster
than	blood	lured	the	wolves:	failing	breath,	a	heart	beating	ever	more	feebly…

“Be	quiet!”	Resa	shouted	at	the	pale	figure,	bending	protectively	over	Mo’s	face.	“Go	away,	and	don’t
you	dare	look	at	him.	He	isn’t	going	with	you,	not	today!”	They	whisper	your	name	if	they	want	to	take
you	with	them,	so	Dustfinger	had	told	her.	But	they	don’t	know	Mo’s	name,	thought	Resa.	They	can’t	know
it,	because	he	doesn’t	belong	here.	All	the	same,	she	held	her	hands	over	his	ears.

The	sun	was	beginning	to	set.	It	sank	inexorably	behind	the	trees.	Darkness	fell	between	the	charred
walls,	 and	 the	 pale	 figure	 on	 the	 stairs	 stood	 out	more	 clearly	 all	 the	 time.	 It	 stood	 there	motionless,
waiting.
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“Nay,	not	without	a	wound	in	the	spirit	shall	I	leave	this	city…Too	many	fragments	of	the	spirit	have	I
scattered	in	these	streets,	and	too	many	are	the	children	of	my	longing	that	walk	naked	among	these	hills
…”

Khalil	Gibran,	The	Prophet
Meggie	 woke	 with	 a	 start.	 She	 had	 been	 dreaming,	 and	 her	 dreams	 had	 been	 bad,	 but	 she	 didn’t

remember	what	they	were	about,	only	the	fear	they	left	behind	like	a	knife	wound	in	the	heart.	Noise	came
to	 her	 ears,	 shouting	 and	 loud	 laughter,	 children’s	 voices,	 the	 barking	 of	 dogs,	 the	 grunting	 of	 pigs,
hammering,	 sawing.	 She	 felt	 sunlight	 on	 her	 face,	 and	 the	 air	 she	was	 breathing	 smelled	 of	 dung	 and
freshly	baked	bread.	Where	was	 she?	Only	when	 she	 saw	Fenoglio	 sitting	 at	 his	writing	desk	did	 she
remember.	Ombra	-	she	was	in	Ombra.

“Good	morning!”	Fenoglio	had	obviously	slept	extremely	well.	He	looked	very	pleased	with	himself
and	the	world	in	general.	Well,	who	should	be	pleased	with	it	if	not	the	man	who	made	it	up?	The	glass
man	Meggie	had	seen	last	night,	asleep	beside	the	jug	of	quill	pens,	was	standing	beside	him.

“Say	hello	to	our	guest,	Rosenquartz	!”	Fenoglio	told	him.
The	glass	man	bowed	stiffly	in	Meggie’s	direction,	took	Fenoglio’s	dripping	pen,	wiped	it	on	a	rag,

and	put	it	back	in	the	jug	with	the	others.	Then	he	bent	to	look	at	what	Fenoglio	had	written.	“Ah.	Not	a
song	about	this	Bluejay	for	a	change!”	he	snapped.	“Are	you	taking	this	one	up	to	the	castle	today?”

“I	am	indeed,”	said	Fenoglio	loftily.	“Now,	do	please	make	sure	the	ink	doesn’t	run.”
The	glass	man	wrinkled	his	nose,	as	if	he	had	never	allowed	such	a	thing	to	happen,	put	both	hands

into	 the	 bowl	 of	 sand	 standing	 next	 to	 the	 pens,	 and	 scattered	 the	 fine	 grains	 over	 the	 freshly	written
parchment	with	practiced	energy.

“Rosenquartz,	how	often	do	I	have	to	tell	you?”	snapped	Fenoglio.	“Too	much	sand,	too	much	energy.
That	way	you’ll	smudge	everything.”

The	glass	man	brushed	a	couple	of	grains	of	sand	off	his	hands	and	folded	his	arms,	looking	injured.
“Then	 you	 do	 better!”	 His	 voice	 reminded	Meggie	 of	 the	 noise	 you	 make	 tapping	 a	 glass	 with	 your
fingernails.	“I’d	certainly	 like	 to	see	 that!”	he	added	sharply,	examining	Fenoglio’s	clumsy	fingers	with
such	scorn	that	Meggie	had	to	laugh.

“Me,	 too!”	she	said,	pulling	her	dress	on	over	her	head.	A	few	withered	flowers	 from	the	Wayless
Wood	still	clung	to	it,	and	Meggie	couldn’t	help	thinking	of	Farid.	Had	he	found	Dustfinger?

“Hear	that?”	Rosenquartz	cast	her	a	friendly	glance.	“She	sounds	like	a	clever	girl.”
“Oh	yes,	Meggie’s	very	clever,”	replied	Fenoglio.	“The	two	of	us	have	been	through	a	lot	 together.

It’s	thanks	to	her	that	I’m	sitting	here	now,	trying	to	tell	a	glass	man	the	right	way	to	scatter	sand	over	ink.”
Rosenquartz	 looked	 curiously	 at	 Meggie,	 but	 he	 didn’t	 ask	 what	 Fenoglio’s	 mysterious	 comment

meant.	Meggie	went	up	to	the	desk	and	looked	over	the	old	man’s	shoulder.	“Your	handwriting’s	easier	to
read	these	days,”	she	said.

“Thank	you	very	much,”	murmured	Fenoglio.	“You	should	know.	But	look	-	do	you	see	that	smudged
P?”

“If	you	are	seriously	suggesting	that	I’m	to	blame	for	it,”	said	Rosenquartz	in	his	ringing	little	voice,
“then	 this	 is	 the	 last	 time	 I	hold	your	pens	 for	you,	and	 I’m	going	straight	off	 to	 look	 for	a	 scribe	who
won’t	expect	me	to	work	before	breakfast.”



“All	right,	all	right,	I’m	not	blaming	you.	I	smudged	the	P	myself!”	Fenoglio	winked	at	Meggie.	“He’s
easily	offended,”	he	whispered	confidentially	to	her.	“His	pride	is	as	fragile	as	his	limbs.”

The	glass	man	turned	his	back	on	Fenoglio	without	a	word,	picked	up	the	rag	he	had	used	to	clean	the
pen,	and	tried	to	wipe	a	still-damp	inkspot	off	his	arm.	His	limbs	were	not	entirely	colorless,	like	those	of
the	glass	people	who	had	lived	in	Elinor’s	garden.	Everything	about	him	was	pale	pink,	like	the	flowers
of	a	wild	rose.	Only	his	hair	was	slightly	darker.

“You	didn’t	say	anything	about	my	new	song,”	Fenoglio	pointed	out.	“Wonderful,	don’t	you	agree?”
“Not	bad,”	replied	Rosenquartz	without	turning	around,	and	he	began	polishing	up	his	feet.
“Not	 bad?	 It’s	 a	 masterpiece,	 you	 maggot-colored,	 ink-smudging	 pen-holder!”	 Fenoglio	 struck	 the

desk	so	hard	that	the	glass	man	fell	over	on	his	back	like	a	beetle.	“I’m	going	to	market	today	to	get	a	new
glass	man,	one	who	knows	about	 these	 things	and	will	appreciate	my	robber	songs,	 too!”	He	opened	a
longish	box	and	took	out	a	stick	of	sealing	wax.	“At	least	you	haven’t	forgotten	to	get	a	flame	for	the	wax
this	time!”	he	growled.

Rosenquartz	snatched	the	sealing	wax	from	his	hand	and	held	it	in	the	flame	of	the	candle	that	stood
beside	 the	 jug.	 His	 face	 expressionless,	 he	 placed	 the	melting	 end	 of	 the	 wax	 on	 the	 parchment	 roll,
waved	his	glass	hand	over	 the	 red	seal	a	couple	of	 times,	and	 then	cast	Fenoglio	an	 imperious	glance,
whereupon	Fenoglio	solemnly	pressed	the	ring	he	wore	on	his	middle	finger	down	onto	the	soft	wax.

“F	for	Fenoglio,	F	for	fantasy,	F	for	fabulous,”	he	announced.	“There	we	are.”
“B	for	breakfast	would	sound	better	just	now,”	said	Rosenquartz,	but	Fenoglio	ignored	this	remark.
“What	did	you	think	of	the	song	for	the	prince?”	he	asked	Meggie.
“I…	er	…	 I	 couldn’t	 read	 it	 all	 because	you	 two	were	quarreling,”	 she	 said	 evasively.	She	didn’t

want	 to	 make	 Fenoglio	 even	 gloomier	 by	 saying	 that	 the	 lines	 struck	 her	 as	 familiar.	 “Why	 does	 the
Laughing	Prince	want	such	a	sad	poem?”	she	asked	instead.

“Because	his	son	is	dead,”	replied	Fenoglio.	“One	sad	song	after	another,	that’s	all	he	wants	to	hear
since	Cosimo’s	death.	I’m	tired	of	it!”	Sighing,	he	put	the	parchment	back	on	his	desk	and	went	over	to	the
chest	standing	under	the	window.

“Cosimo?	Cosimo	the	Fair	is	dead?”	Meggie	couldn’t	conceal	her	disappointment.	Resa	had	told	her
so	much	about	the	Laughing	Prince’s	son:	Everyone	who	saw	him	loved	him,	even	the	Adderhead	feared
him,	his	peasants	brought	their	sick	children	to	him	because	they	believed	anyone	as	beautiful	as	an	angel
could	cure	all	sicknesses,	too…

Fenoglio	 sighed.	 “Yes,	 it’s	 terrible.	 And	 a	 bitter	 lesson.	 This	 story	 isn’t	 my	 story	 anymore!	 It’s
developed	a	will	of	its	own.”

“Oh	 no,	 here	 we	 go	 again!”	 Rosenquartz	 groaned.	 “His	 story!	 I’ll	 never	 understand	 all	 this	 talk.
Maybe	you	really	ought	to	go	and	see	one	of	those	physicians	who	cure	sick	minds.”

“My	dear	Rosenquartz,”	Fenoglio	replied,	“all	this	talk,	as	you	call	it,	is	above	your	transparent	little
head.	But	believe	me,	Meggie	knows	 just	what	 I’m	talking	about!”	He	opened	 the	chest,	 looking	cross,
and	took	out	a	long,	dark	blue	robe.	“I	ought	to	get	a	new	one	made,”	he	muttered.	“Yes,	I	definitely	ought
to.	This	 is	no	 robe	 for	a	man	whose	words	are	 sung	up	and	down	 the	 land,	 a	man	commissioned	by	a
prince	 to	 put	 his	 grief	 for	 his	 son	 into	words!	 Just	 look	 at	 the	 sleeves!	Holes	 everywhere.	 In	 spite	 of
Minerva’s	sprigs	of	lavender,	the	moths	have	been	at	it.”

“It’s	good	enough	for	a	poor	poet,”	remarked	the	glass	man	in	matter-of-fact	tones.
Fenoglio	put	the	robe	back	in	the	chest	and	let	the	lid	fall	into	place	with	a	dull	thud.	“One	of	these

days,”	he	said,	“I	am	going	to	throw	something	really	hard	at	you!”
This	threat	did	not	seem	to	bother	Rosenquartz	unduly.	The	two	went	on	wrangling	about	this	and	that;

it	seemed	to	be	a	kind	of	game	they	played,	and	they	had	obviously	forgotten	Meggie’s	presence	entirely.
She	went	to	the	window,	pushed	aside	the	fabric	over	it,	and	looked	out.	It	was	going	to	be	a	sunny	day,
although	mist	still	lingered	above	the	hills	surrounding	the	city.	Which	was	the	hill	where	the	house	of	the



minstrel	woman	stood,	the	place	where	Farid	hoped	to	find	Dustfinger?	She	had	forgotten.	Would	he	come
back	if	he	actually	found	the	fire-eater,	or	would	he	just	go	off	with	him,	like	last	time,	forgetting	that	she
was	here,	 too?	Meggie	didn’t	even	try	to	work	out	just	how	that	 idea	made	her	feel.	There	was	enough
turmoil	in	her	heart	already,	so	much	turmoil	that	she’d	have	liked	to	ask	Fenoglio	for	a	mirror,	just	to	see
herself	 for	 a	moment	 -	 her	 own	 familiar	 face	 amid	 all	 the	 strangeness	 surrounding	 her,	 all	 the	 strange
feelings	in	her.	heart.	But	instead	she	let	her	gaze	wander	over	the	misty	hills.

How	far	did	Fenoglio’s	world	go?	Just	as	far	as	he	had	described	it?	“Interesting!”	he	had	whispered,
back	when	Basta	had	dragged	the	two	of	them	off	to	Capricorn’s	village.	“Do	you	know,	this	place	is	very
like	one	of	 the	settings	I	 thought	up	for	Inkheart?”	It	must	have	been	Ombra	he	meant.	The	hills	around
Ombra	really	did	look	like	those	over	which	Meggie	had	escaped	with	Mo	and	Elinor	when	Dustfinger
set	them	free	from	Capricorn’s	dungeons,	except	that	these	seemed	even	greener,	if	that	was	possible,	and
more	enchanted.	As	if	every	leaf	suggested	that	fairies	and	fire-elves	lived	under	the	trees.	And	the	houses
and	 streets	you	could	 see	 from	Fenoglio’s	 room	might	have	been	 in	Capricorn’s	village,	 if	 they	hadn’t
been	so	much	noisier	and	more	colorful.

“Just	 look	 at	 the	 crowds	 -	 they	 all	 want	 to	 go	 up	 to	 the	 castle	 today,”	 said	 Fenoglio	 behind	 her.
“Traveling	peddlers,	peasants,	craftsmen,	rich	merchants,	beggars,	they’ll	all	be	going	there	to	celebrate
the	birthday,	to	earn	or	spend	a	few	coins,	to	enjoy	themselves,	and	most	of	all	to	stare	at	the	grand	folk.”

Meggie	 looked	 at	 the	 castle	 walls.	 They	 rose	 above	 the	 russet	 rooftops	 almost	menacingly.	 Black
banners	on	the	towers	flapped	in	the	wind.

“How	long	has	Cosimo	been	dead?”
“Hardly	a	year	yet.	I’d	just	moved	into	this	room.	As	you	can	imagine,	your	voice	took	me	straight	to

where	 it	 plucked	 the	Shadow	out	 of	 the	 story:	 the	middle	 of	Capricorn’s	 fortress.	Fortunately,	 all	was
hopeless	 confusion	 there	 because	 the	monstrous	Shadow	had	 disappeared,	 and	 none	 of	 the	 fire-raisers
noticed	an	old	man	suddenly	standing	among	them	looking	foolish.	I	spent	a	couple	of	dreadful	days	in	the
forest,	and	unfortunately	I	didn’t,	like	you,	have	a	clever	companion	who	could	use	a	knife,	catch	rabbits,
and	kindle	fire	with	a	couple	of	dry	twigs.	But	the	Black	Prince	himself	finally	picked	me	up	-	imagine
how	I	stared	when	he	was	suddenly	there	in	front	of	me.	I	didn’t	think	I	knew	any	of	the	men	who	were
with	him,	but	I’ll	admit	that	I	could	never	remember	the	minor	characters	in	my	stories	very	clearly	-	only
vaguely,	if	at	all.

“Well,	be	that	as	it	may,	one	of	them	took	me	to	Ombra,	ragged	and	destitute	as	I	was.	But	luckily	I	had
a	ring	that	I	could	sell.	A	goldsmith	gave	me	enough	for	it	to	allow	me	to	rent	this	room	from	Minerva,	and
all	 seemed	 to	 be	 going	well.	Very	well	 indeed,	 in	 fact.	 I	 thought	 up	 stories,	 and	 stories	 about	 stories,
better	 than	any	I’d	made	up	for	a	 long	time.	The	words	came	pouring	out	of	me,	but	when	I’d	only	just
made	my	name	with	 the	first	songs	I	wrote	 for	 the	Laughing	Prince,	when	 the	strolling	players	had	 just
begun	 to	 find	 that	 they	 liked	my	 verses,	 Firefox	 goes	 and	 burns	 down	 a	 few	 farms	 by	 the	 river	 -	 and
Cosimo	the	Fair	sets	out	to	put	an	end	to	Firefox	and	his	gang	once	and	for	all.	Good,	I	thought,	why	not?
How	was	 I	 to	guess	 that	he’d	get	himself	killed?	 I	had	 such	plans	 for	him!	He	was	 to	be	a	 truly	great
prince,	a	blessing	to	his	subjects,	and	my	story	was	going	to	give	them	a	happy	ending	when	he	freed	this
world	 from	 the	Adderhead.	But	 instead	he	gets	himself	 killed	by	 a	band	of	 fire-raisers	 in	 the	Wayless
Wood!”

Fenoglio	sighed.
“At	first	his	father	wouldn’t	believe	he	was	dead.	For	Cosimo’s	face	was	badly	burned,	like	those	of

all	the	other	dead	who	were	brought	back.	The	fire	had	done	its	work,	but	when	months	passed,	and	still
he	didn’t	return	…”	Fenoglio	sighed	again,	and	once	more	looked	in	the	chest	where	the	moth-eaten	robe
lay.	He	handed	Meggie	 two	 long,	 pale	blue	woolen	 stockings,	 a	 couple	of	 leather	 straps,	 and	 a	much-
washed,	 dark	 blue	 dress.	 “I’m	 afraid	 this	 will	 be	 too	 big	 for	 you	 -	 it	 belongs	 to	 Minerva’s	 second
daughter,	and	she’s	the	same	size	as	her	mother,”	he	said,	“but	what	you’re	wearing	now	urgently	needs	a



wash.	You	can	keep	the	stockings	up	with	those	garters	-	not	very	comfortable,	but	you’ll	get	used	to	it.
Good	Lord,	you	really	have	grown,	Meggie,”	he	said,	turning	his	back	to	her	as	she	changed	her	clothes.
“Rosenquartz!	You	turn	around,	too!”

It	 was	 true	 that	 the	 dress	 didn’t	 fit	 particularly	 well,	 and	 Meggie	 suddenly	 felt	 almost	 glad	 that
Fenoglio	had	no	mirror.	At	home	she	had	been	studying	her	reflection	quite	often	recently.	It	was	odd	to
watch	your	own	body	changing,	as	if	you	were,	a	butterfly	coming	out	of	its	chrysalis.

“Ready?”	 asked	 Fenoglio,	 turning	 around.	 “Ah	 well,	 that’ll	 do,	 although	 such	 a	 pretty	 girl	 really
deserves	a	prettier	dress.”	He	looked	down	at	himself	and	sighed.	“I	think	I’d	better	stay	as	I	am;	at	least
this	 robe	 doesn’t	 have	 any	 holes	 in	 it.	 And	 what	 does	 it	 matter?	 The	 castle	 will	 be	 swarming	 with
entertainers	and	fine	folk	today,	so	no	one	will	take	any	notice	of	the	two	of	us.”

“Two?	What	 do	 you	mean?”	Rosenquartz	 put	 down	 the	 blade	 he	 had	 been	 using	 to	 sharpen	 a	 pen.
“Aren’t	you	going	to	take	me	with	you?”

“Are	you	crazy?	Just	for	me	to	carry	you	back	in	pieces?	No.	Anyway,	you’d	have	to	listen	to	that	bad
poem	I’m	taking	to	the	prince.”

Rosenquartz	was	still	grumbling	as	Fenoglio	closed	the	door	behind	them.	The	wooden	staircase	that
Meggie	had	hardly	been	able	to	climb	last	night,	exhausted	as	she	was,	led	down	to	a	yard	surrounded	by
houses,	with	pigsties,	woodsheds,	and	vegetable	plots	competing	for	what	little	space	was	left.	A	narrow
little	stream	wound	its	way	through	the	yard,	two	children	were	shooing	a	pig	away	from	the	vegetable
beds,	and	a	woman	with	a	baby	in	her	arms	was	feeding	a	flock	of	skinny	hens.

“A	wonderful	morning,	isn’t	it,	Minerva?”	Fenoglio	called	to	her,	as	Meggie	hesitantly	followed	him
down	the	last	steep	steps.

Minerva	 came	 to	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 stairs.	 A	 girl	 of	 perhaps	 six	was	 clinging	 to	 her	 skirt	 and	 stared
suspiciously	 at	 Meggie.	 She	 stopped,	 feeling	 unsure	 of	 herself.	 Perhaps	 they	 can	 see	 it,	 she	 thought,
perhaps	they	can	see	I	don’t	belong	here…

“Watch	out!”	the	little	girl	called,	but	before	Meggie	realized	what	she	meant,	something	was	pulling
her	hair.	The	little	girl	threw	a	clod	of	earth,	and	a	fairy	fluttered	away	empty-handed,	scolding	crossly.

“Good	heavens,	where	are	you	from?”	asked	Minerva,	helping	Meggie	down	from	the	steps.	‘Aren’t
there	any	fairies	there?	They’re	crazy	for	human	hair,	particularly	when	it’s	as	pretty	as	yours.	If	you	don’t
pin	it	up	you’ll	soon	be	bald.	And	anyway,	you’re	too	old	to	wear	it	loose,	not	unless	you	want	to	be	taken
for	one	of	the	strolling	players.”

Minerva	was	small	and	stocky,	not	much	taller	than	Meggie.	“My	word,	how	thin	you	are!”	she	said.
“That	 dress	 is	 almost	 slipping	off	 your	 shoulders.	 I’ll	 take	 it	 in	 for	 you	 this	 evening.	Has	 she	had	 any
breakfast?”	she	asked	and	shook	her	head	at	the	sight	of	Fenoglio’s	baffled	expression.	“Dear	Lord,	surely
you	didn’t	forget	to	give	the	girl	something	to	eat?”

Fenoglio	helplessly	raised	his	hands.	“I’m	an	old	man,	Minerva!”	he	cried.	“I	do	forget	things!	What’s
the	matter	with	everyone	this	morning?	I	was	in	such	a	good	mood,	but	you	all	keep	going	on	like	this.
Rosenquartz	has	already	been	infuriating	me.”

By	way	of	answer	Minerva	dumped	the	baby	in	his	arms	and	led	Meggie	off	with	her.
“And	whose	baby	 is	 this?”	 inquired	Fenoglio,	 following	her.	“Aren’t	 there	enough	children	running

around	the	place	already?”
“It’s	my	eldest	daughter’s,”	was	all	Minerva	replied,	“and	you’ve	seen	 it	a	couple	of	 times	before.

Are	you	getting	so	forgetful	that	I’ll	have	to	introduce	my	own	children	to	you?”
Minerva’s	younger	 children	were	 called	Despina	 and	 Ivo;	 Ivo	was	 the	boy	who	had	been	carrying

Fenoglio’s	 torch	 last	night.	He	smiled	at	Meggie	as	 she	and	his	mother	came	 into	 the	kitchen.	Minerva
made	Meggie	eat	a	plate	of	polenta	and	two	slices	of	bread	spread	with	a	paste	that	smelled	of	olives.
The	milk	she	gave	her	was	so	rich	that	Meggie’s	tongue	felt	coated	with	cream	after	the	first	sip.	As	she
ate,	Minerva	pinned	up	her	hair	for	her.	Meggie	scarcely	recognized	herself	when	Minerva	pushed	a	bowl



of	water	over	to	her	so	that	she	could	see	her	reflection.
“Where	did	you	get	those	boots?”	asked	Ivo.	His	sister	was	still	inspecting	Meggie	like	some	strange

animal	that	had	lost	its	way	and	wandered	into	their	kitchen.	Where	indeed?	Meggie	hastily	tried	to	pull
down	the	dress	to	hide	her	boots,	but	it	was	too	short.

“Meggie	comes	from	far	away,”	explained	Fenoglio,	who	had	noticed	her	confusion.	“Very	far	away.
A	place	where	there	are	people	with	three	legs	and	others	whose	noses	grow	on	their	chins.”

The	children	stared	first	at	him	and	then	at	Meggie.
“Oh,	stop	it!	What	nonsense	you	do	talk!”	Minerva	lightly	cuffed	the	back	of	his	head.	“They	believe

every	word	you	say.	One	of	these	days	they’ll	be	setting	off	to	look	for	all	the	crazy	places	you	tell	them
about,	and	I’ll	be	left	childless.”

Meggie	 almost	 choked	 on	 the	 rich	milk.	 She	 had	 quite	 forgotten	 her	 homesickness,	 but	Minerva’s
words	brought	it	back	-	and	her	guilty	conscience,	too.	She	had	been	away	from	home	five	days	now,	if
she’d	been	keeping	count	correctly.

“You	and	your	stories!”	Minerva	handed	Fenoglio	a	mug	of	milk.	“As	if	it	wasn’t	enough	for	you	to
keep	telling	them	those	robber	tales.	Do	you	know	what	Ivo	said	to	me	yesterday?	When	I’m	grown-up
I’m	going	to	join	the	robbers,	too!	He	wants	to	be	like	the	Bluejay!	What	do	you	think	you’re	doing,	pray?
Tell	them	about	Cosimo	for	all	I	care,	tell	them	about	the	giants,	or	the	Black	Prince	and	his	bear,	but	not
another	word	about	that	Bluejay,	understand?”

“Yes,	yes,	not	another	word,”	muttered	Fenoglio.	“But	don’t	blame	me	if	the	boy	picks	up	one	of	the
songs	about	him	from	somewhere.	Everyone’s	singing	them.”

Meggie	had	no	 idea	what	 they	were	 talking	about,	but	 in	her	mind	she	was	already	up	at	 the	castle
anyway.	Resa	had	told	her	that	the	birds’	nests	clustered	together	on	its	walls	so	thickly	that	sometimes	the
twittering	drowned	out	the	minstrels’	songs.	And	fairies	nested	there,	too,	she	said,	fairies	who	were	pale
gray	like	the	stone	of	the	castle	walls	because	they	often	nibbled	human	food,	instead	of	living	on	flowers
and	fruits	like	their	sisters	in	the	wild.	And	there	were	said	to	be	trees	in	the	Inner	Courtyard	of	the	castle
that	grew	nowhere	else	except	in	the	very	heart	of	the	Wayless	Wood,	trees	with	leaves	that	murmured	in
the	wind	like	a	chorus	of	human	voices	and	foretold	the	future	on	moonless	nights	-	but	in	a	language	that
no	one	could	understand.

“Would	you	like	anything	else	to	eat?”
Meggie	started	and	came	down	to	earth	again.
“Inky	infernos!”	Fenoglio	rose	and	handed	the	baby	back	to	Minerva.	“Do	you	want	to	fatten	her	up

until	she	fits	into	that	dress?	We	must	be	off,	or	we’ll	miss	half	of	it.	The	prince	has	asked	me	to	bring	him
the	new	song	before	midday,	and	you	know	he	doesn’t	like	people	to	be	late.”

“No,	I	don’t	know	any	such	thing,”	replied	Minerva	grumpily,	as	Fenoglio	propelled	Meggie	toward
the	door.	“Because	I	don’t	go	in	and	out	of	the	castle	the	way	you	do.	What	does	our	fine	prince	want	from
you	this	time	-	another	lament?”

“Yes,	I’ve	had	enough	of	them,	too,	but	he	pays	well.	Would	you	rather	I	was	penniless	and	you	had	to
look	for	a	new	lodger?”

“Very	well,	very	well,”	grumbled	Minerva,	clearing	the	children’s	empty	bowls	off	the	table.	“I	tell
you	what,	though:	This	prince	of	ours	will	sigh	and	lament	himself	to	death,	and	then	the	Adderhead	will
send	his	men-at-arms.	They’ll	settle	here	like	flies	on	fresh	horse	dung,	on	the	excuse	of	just	wanting	to
protect	their	master’s	poor	fatherless	grandson.”

Fenoglio	 turned	 so	 abruptly	 that	 he	 almost	 sent	Meggie	 flying.	 “No,	Minerva.	No!”	 he	 said	 firmly.
“That	won’t	happen.	Not	as	long	as	I	live	-	which	I	hope	will	be	a	very	long	time	yet!”

“Oh	 yes?”	Minerva	 removed	 her	 son’s	 fingers	 from	 the	 tub	 of	 butter.	 “And	 how	 are	 you	 going	 to
prevent	 it?	With	 your	 robber	 songs?	Do	 you	 think	 some	 fool	 with	 a	 feathered	mask,	 playing	 the	 hero
because	he’s	listened	to	your	songs	too	often,	can	keep	the	men-at-arms	away	from	our	city?	Heroes	end



up	on	the	gallows,	Fenoglio,”	she	continued,	lowering	her	voice,	and	Meggie	could	hear	the	fear	behind
her	mockery.	“It	may	be	different	in	your	songs,	but	in	real	life	princes	hang	them,	and	the	finest	of	words
don’t	change	that.”

The	two	children	looked	uneasily	at	their	mother,	and	Minerva	stroked	their	hair	as	if	that	would	wipe
away	her	own	words.	But	Fenoglio	merely	shrugged.	“Oh,	come	on,	you	see	everything	 in	such	dismal
hues!”	he	said.	“You	underestimate	the	power	of	words,	believe	me!	They	are	strong,	stronger	than	you
think.	Ask	Meggie!”

But	before	Minerva	could	do	just	that,	he	was	pushing	Meggie	out	of	the	house.	“Ivo,	Despina,	do	you
want	to	come?”	he	called	to	the	children.	“I’ll	bring	them	home	safe	and	sound.	I	always	do!”	he	added,
as	Minerva’s	anxious	face	appeared	 in	 the	doorway.	“The	best	entertainers	far	and	wide	will	be	at	 the
castle	today.	They’ll	have	come	from	very	far	away.	Your	two	can’t	miss	this	chance!”

As	soon	as	they	stepped	out	of	 the	alley,	 they	were	caught	up	in	the	crowd	streaming	along.	People
came	 thronging	 up	 from	 all	 sides:	 shabbily	 dressed	 peasants,	 beggars,	women	with	 children,	 and	men
whose	wealth	 showed	not	only	 in	 the	magnificence	of	 their	 embroidered	 sleeves	but	most	of	all	 in	 the
servants	who	 roughly	 forced	 a	 path	 through	 the	 crowd	 for	 them.	Riders	 drove	 their	 horses	 through	 the
throng	 without	 a	 thought	 for	 those	 they	 pushed	 against	 the	 walls,	 litters	 were	 jammed	 in	 the	 crush	 of
bodies,	however	angrily	the	litter-bearers	cursed	and	shouted.

“Devil	take	it,	this	is	worse	than	a	market	day!”	Fenoglio	shouted	to	Meggie	above	the	heads	around
them.	 Ivo	darted	 through	 the	 crowd,	quick	 as	 a	 herring	 in	 the	 sea,	 but	Despina	 looked	 so	 alarmed	 that
Fenoglio	 finally	 put	 her	 up	 on	 his	 shoulders	 before	 she	 was	 squashed	 between	 baskets	 and	 people’s
bellies.	Meggie	felt	her	own	heart	beat	faster,	what	with	all	 the	confusion,	 the	pushing	and	shoving,	 the
thousands	of	smells	and	the	voices	filling	the	air.

“Look	around	you,	Meggie!	Isn’t	it	wonderful?”	cried	Fenoglio	proudly.
It	was	 indeed.	 It	was	 just	as	Meggie	had	 imagined	 it	on	all	 those	evenings	when	Resa	had	 told	her

about	the	Inkworld.	Her	senses	were	quite	dazed.	Eyes,	ears…they	could	scarcely	take	in	a	tenth	of	all
that	was	going	on	around	her.	Music	came	from	somewhere:	trumpets,	jingles,	drums…and	then	the	street
widened,	spewing	her	and	all	 the	others	out	 in	front	of	 the	castle	walls.	They	towered	among	the	other
buildings,	tall	and	massive,	as	if	they	had	been	built	by	men	larger	than	those	now	flocking	to	the	gateway.
Armed	guards	stood	in	front	of	the	gate,	with	their	helmets	reflecting	the	pale	morning	light.	Their	cloaks
were	dark	green,	like	the	tunics	they	wore	over	their	coats	of	mail.	Both	bore	the	emblem	of	the	Laughing
Prince.	Resa	had	described	it	to	Meggie:	a	lion	on	a	green	background,	surrounded	by	white	roses	-	but	it
had	changed.	The	lion	wept	silver	tears	now,	and	the	roses	twined	around	a	broken	heart.

The	guards	let	most	of	the	crowd	pass,	only	occasionally	barring	someone’s	way	with	the	shaft	of	a
spear	or	a	mailed	fist.	No	one	seemed	troubled	by	that,	they	went	on	pressing	in,	and	Meggie,	too,	finally
found	herself	in	the	shadow	of	those	foot-wide	walls.	Of	course	she	had	been	in	castles	before,	with	Mo,
but	it	felt	quite	different	to	be	going	in	past	guards	armed	with	spears	instead	of	a	kiosk	selling	picture
postcards.	The	walls	seemed	so	much	more	threatening	and	forbidding.	Look,	they	seemed	to	say,	see	how
small	you	all	are,	how	powerless	and	fragile.

Fenoglio	appeared	to	feel	none	of	this;	he	was	beaming	like	a	child	at	Christmas.	He	ignored	both	the
portcullis	 above	 their	 heads	 and	 the	 slits	 through	which	 hot	 pitch	 could	 be	 tipped	 out	 on	 the	 heads	 of
uninvited	guests.	Meggie,	on	the	contrary,	instinctively	looked	up	as	they	passed	and	wondered	why	the
traces	of	pitch	on	the	weathered	stone	looked	so	fresh.	But	finally	the	open	sky	was	above	her	again,	clear
and	blue,	as	if	it	had	been	swept	clean	for	the	princely	birthday	-	and	Meggie	was	in	the	Outer	Courtyard
of	Ombra	Castle.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
20	Visitors	from	the	Wrong	Side	of	the	Forest

Darkness	always	had	its	part	to	play.	Without	it,	how	would	we	know	when	we	walked	in	the	light?
It’s	only	when	 its	ambitions	become	 too	grandiose	 that	 it	must	be	opposed,	disciplined,	 sometimes	 -	 if
necessary	-	brought	down	for	a	time.	Then	it	will	rise	again,	as	it	must.

Clive	Barker,	Abarat
First	of	all	Meggie	 looked	for	 the	birds’	nests	 that	Resa	had	described,	and	sure	enough,	 there	 they

were,	clinging	just	below	the	battlements	like	blisters	on	the	walls.	Birds	with	yellow	breasts	shot	out	of
the	entrance	holes.	Like	flakes	of	gold	dancing	in	the	sun,	Resa	had	said,	and	she	was	right.	The	sky	above
Meggie	seemed	to	be	covered	with	swirling	gold,	all	 in	honor	of	the	princely	birthday.	More	and	more
people	surged	 through	 the	gateway,	although	 there	was	already	a	milling	crowd	in	 the	courtyard.	Stalls
had	been	set	up	within	the	walls,	in	front	of	the	stables	and	the	huts	where	the	blacksmiths,	grooms,	and
everyone	else	employed	in	the	castle	lived	and	worked.	Today,	as	the	prince	was	inviting	his	subjects	to
celebrate	with	him	the	birthday	of	his	grandson	and	royal	heir,	food	and	drink	was	free.	“Very	generous,
I’m	sure,”	Mo	would	probably	have	whispered.	“Food	and	drink	from	their	own	fields,	won	by	the	labor
of	their	own	hands.”	Mo	did	not	particularly	like	castles.	But	that	was	the	way	of	Fenoglio’s	world:	The
land	on	which	the	peasants	toiled	belonged	to	the	Laughing	Prince	who	was	now	the	Prince	of	Sighs,	so	a
large	part	of	the	harvest	was	his,	too,	and	he	dressed	in	silk	and	velvet,	while	his	peasants	wore	much-
mended	smocks	that	scratched	the	skin.

Despina	had	wound	her	thin	arms	around	Fenoglio’s	neck	when	they	passed	the	guards	at	the	gate,	but
at	the	sight	of	the	first	entertainers	she	quickly	slipped	off	his	back.	One	of	them	had	stretched	his	rope
between	the	battlements,	and	was	walking	high	up	there	in	the	air,	moving	more	lightly	than	a	spider	on	its
silver	thread.	His	clothes	were	blue	as	the	sky	above	him,	for	blue	was	the	color	of	the	tightrope-walkers;
Meggie’s	mother	had	told	her	 that,	 too.	If	only	Resa	had	been	here!	The	Motley	Folk	were	everywhere
among	 the	 stalls:	pipers	and	 jugglers,	knife-throwers,	 strong	men,	 animal-tamers,	 contortionists,	 actors,
clowns.	Right	in	front	of	the	wall	Meggie	saw	a	fire-eater,	yes,	black	and	red	was	their	costume,	and	for	a
moment	she	thought	it	was	Dustfinger,	but	when	the	man	turned	he	was	a	stranger	with	an	unscarred	face,
and	the	smile	with	which	he	bowed	to	the	people	around	him	was	not	at	all	like	Dustfinger’s.

But	he	must	be	here,	if	he’s	really	back,	thought	Meggie,	as	she	looked	around	for	him.	Why	did	she
feel	 so	disappointed?	As	 if	 she	didn’t	know.	 It	was	Farid	 she	 really	missed.	And	 if	Dustfinger	wasn’t
here,	she	supposed	it	would	be	no	use	looking	for	Farid,	either.

“Come	along,	Meggie!”	Despina	pronounced	her	name	as	if	it	was	going	to	take	her	tongue	some	time
to	get	used	to	it.	She	pulled	Meggie	over	to	a	stall	selling	sweet	cakes	dripping	with	honey.	Even	today
those	cakes	had	to	be	paid	for.	The	trader	selling	them	was	keeping	a	close	eye	on	his	wares,	but	luckily
Fenoglio	had	a	 few	coins	on	him.	Despina’s	 thin	 fingers	were	 sticky	when	 she	put	 them	 into	Meggie’s
hand	again.	She	looked	around,	wide-eyed,	and	kept	stopping,	but	Fenoglio	impatiently	waved	them	on,
past	a	wooden	platform	decked	with	flowers	and	evergreen	branches,	rising	above	the	stalls.	The	black
banners	flying	from	the	castle	battlements	and	towers	overhead	hung	here	as	well,	to	the	right	and	left	of
three	thrones	on	the	platform.	The	backs	of	the	seats	were	embroidered	with	the	emblem	of	the	weeping
lion.

“Why	three	thrones,	I	ask	myself?”	Fenoglio	whispered	to	Meggie	as	he	urged	her	and	the	children	on.
“The	Prince	of	Sighs	himself	won’t	be	showing	his	face	anyway.	Come	along,	we’re	late	already.”	With	a



firm	step,	he	turned	his	back	on	the	busy	scene	in	the	Outer	Courtyard	and	made	his	way	to	the	Inner	Ring
of	the	castle	walls.	The	gate	toward	which	he	was	moving	was	not	quite	as	tall	as	the	one	in	the	Outer
Ring,	 but	 it,	 too,	 looked	 forbidding,	 and	 so	 did	 the	 guards	 who	 crossed	 their	 spears	 as	 Fenoglio
approached	them.	“As	if	they	didn’t	know	me!”	he	whispered	crossly	to	Meggie.	“But	we	have	to	play	the
same	game	every	time.	Tell	the	prince	that	Fenoglio	the	poet	is	here!”	he	said,	raising	his	voice,	as	the
two	children	pressed	close	to	him	and	stared	at	the	spears	as	if	looking	for	dried	blood	on	their	points.

“Is	the	prince	expecting	you?”	The	guard	who	spoke	seemed	to	still	be	very	young,	judging	by	what
could	be	seen	of	his	face	under	his	helmet.

“Of	course	he	is!”	snapped	Fenoglio.	“And	if	he	has	to	wait	any	longer	I’ll	blame	it	on	you,	Anselmo.
What’s	more,	if	you	want	me	to	write	you	a	few	fine-sounding	words,	as	you	did	last	month”	-	here	the
guard	cast	a	nervous	glance	at	his	fellow	sentry,	but	the	latter	pretended	not	to	have	heard	and	looked	up
at	 the	 tightrope-walker	 -	 “then,”	Fenoglio	 concluded,	 lowering	 his	 voice,	 “I	 shall	 keep	 you	waiting	 in
your	own	turn.	I’m	an	old	man,	and	God	knows	I	have	better	things	to	do	than	cool	my	heels	here	in	front
of	your	spear.”

All	 that	 could	 be	 seen	 of	Anselmo’s	 face	 turned	 as	 red	 as	 the	 sour	wine	 that	 Fenoglio	 had	 drunk
beside	the	strolling	players’	fire.	However,	he	did	not	move	his	spear	aside.	“The	fact	is,	Inkweaver,	we
have	visitors,”	he	said	in	an	undertone.

“Visitors?	What	are	you	talking	about?”
But	Anselmo	wasn’t	looking	at	Fenoglio	anymore.
The	 gate	 behind	 him	 opened,	 creaking,	 as	 if	 its	 own	 weight	 were	 too	 heavy	 for	 it.	Meggie	 drew

Despina	aside;	Fenoglio	took	Ivo’s	hand.	Soldiers	rode	into	the	Outer	Courtyard,	armed	horsemen,	their
cloaks	silvery	gray,	like	the	greaves	they	wore	on	their	legs,	and	the	emblem	on	their	breasts	was	not	the
Laughing	Prince’s.	It	showed	a	viper’s	slender	body	rearing	up	in	search	of	prey,	and	Meggie	recognized
it	at	once.	This	was	the	Adderhead’s	coat	of	arms.

Nothing	moved	 in	 the	Outer	Courtyard	now.	All	was	silent	as	 the	grave.	The	entertainers,	 even	 the
blue-clad	tightrope-walker	high	above	on	his	rope,	were	all	forgotten.	Resa	had	told	Meggie	exactly	what
the	Adderhead’s	 emblem	 looked	 like;	 she	 had	 seen	 it	 often	 enough	 at	 close	 quarters.	 Envoys	 from	 the
Castle	 of	 Night	 had	 been	 welcome	 guests	 in	 Capricorn’s	 fortress.	 Many	 of	 the	 farms	 set	 on	 fire	 by
Capricorn’s	men,	so	rumor	said	at	the	time,	had	been	burned	down	on	the	Adderhead’s	orders.

Meggie	held	Despina	close	as	the	men-at-arms	rode	by	them.	Their	breastplates	glinted	in	the	sun.	It
looked	as	if	not	even	a	bolt	from	a	crossbow	could	pierce	that	armor,	let	alone	a	poor	man’s	arrow.	Two
men	rode	at	their	head:	one	was	a	redhead,	in	armor	like	the	soldiers	following	him	but	resplendent	in	a
cloak	of	foxtails,	while	the	other	was	wearing	a	green	robe	shot	with	silver	that	was	fine	enough	for	any
prince.	However,	what	everyone	noticed	about	him	first	was	not	that	robe	but	his	nose;	unlike	ordinary
noses	of	flesh	and	blood,	it	was	made	of	silver.

“Look	at	that	couple!	What	a	team!”	Fenoglio	whispered	to	Meggie,	as	the	two	men	rode	side	by	side
through	the	silent	crowd.	“Both	of	them	my	creations,	and	both	once	Capricorn’s	men.	Your	mother	may
have	told	you	about	them.	Firefox	was	Capricorn’s	deputy,	the	Piper	was	his	minstrel.	But	the	silver	nose
wasn’t	my	idea.	Nor	the	fact	that	they	escaped	Cosimo’s	soldiers	when	he	attacked	Capricorn’s	fortress
and	now	serve	the	Adderhead.”

It	was	still	eerily	silent	 in	the	courtyard.	There	was	no	sound	but	 the	clatter	of	hooves,	 the	snorting
horses,	the	clank	of	armor,	weapons,	and	spears	-	curiously	loud,	as	if	the	sounds	were	caught	between
the	high	walls	like	birds.

The	Adderhead	himself	was	one	of	the	last	to	ride	in.	There	was	no	mistaking	him.	“He	looks	like	a
butcher,”	Resa	had	said.	“A	butcher	in	princely	clothes,	with	his	love	of	killing	written	all	over	his	coarse
face.”	 The	 horse	 he	 rode	 was	 white,	 heavily	 built	 like	 its	 master,	 and	 almost	 entirely	 hidden	 by	 a
caparison	patterned	with	the	snake	emblem.	The	Adderhead	himself	wore	a	black	robe	embroidered	with



silver	flowers.	His	skin	was	 tanned	by	the	sun,	his	sparse	hair	was	gray,	his	mouth	curiously	small	 -	a
lipless	slit	in	his	coarse,	clean-shaven	face.	Everything	about	him	seemed	heavy	and	fleshy:	his	arms	and
legs,	his	thick	neck,	his	broad	nose.	Unlike	those	richer	subjects	of	the	Laughing	Prince	who	were	now
standing	in	the	courtyard,	he	wore	no	jewelry,	no	heavy	chains	around	his	neck,	no	rings	set	with	precious
stones	on	his	fat	fingers.	But	gems	sparkled	in	the	corners	of	his	nostrils,	red	as	drops	of	blood,	and	on	the
middle	finger	of	his	left	hand,	over	his	glove,	he	wore	the	silver	ring	he	used	for	sealing	death	warrants.
His	 eyes,	 narrow	 under	 lids	 folded	 like	 a	 salamander’s,	 darted	 restlessly	 around	 the	 courtyard.	 They
seemed	 to	 linger	 for	 a	 split	 second,	 like	 a	 lizard’s	 sticky	 tongue,	 on	 everything	 they	 saw:	 the	 strolling
players,	 the	 tightrope-walker	 overhead,	 the	 rich	 merchants	 waiting	 beside	 the	 empty,	 flower-decked
platform,	 submissively	 bowing	 their	 heads	when	his	 glance	 rested	 on	 them.	Nothing	 seemed	 to	 escape
those	 salamander	 eyes,	 nothing	 at	 all:	 no	 child	 pressing	 his	 face	 into	 his	mother’s	 apron	 in	 alarm,	 no
beautiful	woman,	no	man	glaring	up	at	him	with	hostility.	Yet	he	reined	in	his	horse	in	front	of	only	one
person	in	the	crowd.

“Well,	well,	 so	 here’s	 the	 king	of	 the	 strolling	players!	Last	 time	 I	 saw	you,	 your	 head	was	 in	 the
pillory	in	my	castle	courtyard.	And	when	are	you	going	to	honor	us	with	another	visit?”	The	Adderhead’s
voice	rang	out	through	the	silent	courtyard.	It	sounded	very	deep,	as	if	it	came	from	the	black	interior	of
his	 stout	 body.	Meggie	 instinctively	moved	 closer	 to	Fenoglio’s	 side.	But	 the	Black	Prince	 bowed,	 so
deeply	that	the	bow	turned	to	mockery.	“I’m	sorry,”	he	said,	loud	enough	for	everyone	to	hear,	“but	I’m
afraid	my	bear	didn’t	care	for	your	hospitality.	He	says	the	pillory	was	rather	tight	for	his	neck.”

Meggie	saw	the	Adderhead’s	mouth	twist	into	an	unpleasant	smile.	“Well,	I	could	keep	a	rope	ready
for	your	next	visit	-	a	rope	that	will	fit	perfectly,	and	a	gallows	of	oak	strong	enough	even	for	such	a	fat
old	bear	as	yours,”	he	said.

The	Black	Prince	turned	to	his	bear	and	pretended	to	discuss	it	with	him.	“Sorry	again,”	he	said,	as
the	bear	threw	its	paws	around	his	neck,	grunting,	“the	bear	says	he	likes	the	south,	but	your	shadow	lies
too	dark	over	it.	He	won’t	come	until	the	Bluejay	pays	you	the	honor	of	a	visit,	too.”

A	soft	whisper	ran	through	the	crowd	-	and	was	silenced	when	the	Adderhead	turned	in	his	saddle	and
let	his	lizardlike	gaze	move	over	those	standing	around	him.

“And	furthermore,”	the	Prince	continued	in	a	loud	voice,	“the	bear	would	like	to	know	why	you	don’t
make	the	Piper	trot	along	behind	your	horse	on	a	silver	chain,	as	such	a	good,	tame	minstrel	should?”

The	 Piper	 wrenched	 his	 horse	 around,	 but	 before	 he	 could	 urge	 it	 toward	 the	 Black	 Prince	 the
Adderhead	raised	a	hand.	“I	will	let	you	know	just	as	soon	as	the	Bluejay	is	my	guest!”	he	said,	while	the
silver-nosed	man	 reluctantly	 rode	 back	 to	 his	 place.	 “And	 believe	me,	 that	 will	 be	 before	 long.	 I’ve
already	ordered	the	gallows	to	be	built.”	Then	he	spurred	his	horse,	and	the	men-at-arms	rode	on	again.	It
seemed	an	eternity	before	the	last	of	them	had	disappeared	through	the	gateway.

“Yes,	off	you	ride!”	whispered	Fenoglio,	as	the	castle	courtyard	gradually	filled	with	carefree	noise
again.	“Viewing	 this	place	as	 if	 it	would	all	soon	be	his,	 thinking	he	can	spread	his	power	 through	my
world	like	a	running	sore	and	play	a	part	I	never	wrote	for	him.	…”

The	guard’s	spear	abruptly	silenced	him.	“Very	well,	poet!”	said	Anselmo.	“You	can	go	in	now.	Off
with	you!”

“Off	with	you?”	thundered	Fenoglio.	“Is	that	any	way	to	speak	to	the	prince’s	poet?	Listen,”	he	told
the	 two	children,	“you’d	better	 stay	here.	Don’t	eat	 too	much	cake.	And	don’t	go	 too	close	 to	 the	 fire-
eater,	because	he’s	useless	at	his	job,	and	leave	the	Black	Prince’s	bear	alone.	Understand?”

The	two	of	them	nodded	and	ran	straight	to	the	nearest	cake	stall.	But	Fenoglio	took	Meggie’s	hand
and	strode	past	the	guards	with	her,	his	head	held	high.

“Fenoglio,”	 she	 asked	 in	 a	 low	 voice	 as	 the	 gate	 closed	 behind	 them	 and	 the	 noise	 of	 the	 Outer
Courtyard	died	away,	“who	is	the	Bluejay?”

It	 was	 cool	 behind	 the	 great	 gate,	 as	 if	 winter	 had	 built	 itself	 a	 nest	 here.	 Trees	 shaded	 a	 wide



courtyard,	 the	 air	was	 fragrant	with	 the	 scent	 of	 roses	 and	 other	 flowers	whose	 names	Meggie	 didn’t
know,	and	a	stone	basin	of	water,	round	as	the	moon,	reflected	the	part	of	the	castle	in	which	the	Laughing
Prince	lived.

“Oh,	 he	 doesn’t	 exist!”	 was	 all	 Fenoglio	would	 say,	 as	 he	 impatiently	 beckoned	 her	 on.	 “But	 I’ll
explain	all	that	later.	Come	along	now.	We	must	take	the	Laughing	Prince	my	verses	at	last,	or	I	won’t	be
his	court	poet	anymore.”
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21	The	Prince	of	Sighs

The	man	couldn’t	very	well	tell	the	king,	“No,	I	won’t	go,”	for	he	had	to	earn	his	bread.
Italo	Calvino,	“The	King	in	the	Basket,”	Italian	Folk	Tales
The	windows	of	the	hall	where	the	Prince	of	Sighs,	once	the	Laughing	Prince,	received	Fenoglio	were

hung	with	black	draperies.	The	place	smelled	 like	a	crypt,	of	dried	flowers	and	soot	 from	the	candles.
The	 candles	 were	 burning	 in	 front	 of	 statues	 that	 all	 had	 the	 same	 face,	 sometimes	 a	 good	 likeness,
sometimes	 less	good.	Cosimo	 the	Fair,	 thought	Meggie.	He	 stared	down	at	her	 from	countless	pairs	of
marble	eyes	as	she	walked	toward	his	father	with	Fenoglio.

The	 throne	 in	which	 the	Prince	of	Sighs	sat	enthroned	stood	between	two	other	high-backed	chairs.
The	dark	green	upholstery	of	the	chair	on	his	left	was	occupied	only	by	a	helmet	with	a	plume	of	peacock
feathers,	its	metal	brightly	polished	as	if	it	were	waiting	for	its	owner.	A	boy	of	about	five	or	six	sat	in	the
chair	 on	 his	 right.	 He	 wore	 a	 black	 brocade	 doublet	 embroidered	 all	 over	 with	 pearls	 as	 if	 it	 were
covered	 in	 tears.	 This	 must	 be	 the	 birthday	 boy:	 Jacopo,	 grandson	 of	 the	 Prince	 of	 Sighs,	 but	 the
Adderhead’s	grandson,	too.

The	 child	 looked	 bored.	 He	was	 swinging	 his	 short	 legs	 restlessly,	 as	 if	 he	 could	 hardly	 prevent
himself	from	running	outside	to	the	entertainers,	and	the	sweet	cakes,	and	the	armchair	waiting	for	him	on
the	platform	adorned	with	prickly	bindweed	and	roses.	His	grandfather,	on	the	other	hand,	looked	as	if	he
never	 intended	 to	 rise	 from	his	chair	again.	He	sat	 there	as	powerless	as	a	puppet,	 in	black	 robes	 that
were	 too	 large	 for	 him	now,	 as	 if	 hypnotized	by	 the	 eyes	of	 his	 dead	 son.	Not	 particularly	 tall	 but	 fat
enough	for	two	men,	that	was	how	Resa	had	described	him;	seldom	seen	without	something	to	eat	in	his
greasy	fingers,	always	rather	breathless	because	of	the	weight	his	legs,	which	were	not	especially	strong,
had	to	carry,	and	yet	always	in	the	best	of	tempers.

The	prince	whom	Meggie	saw	now,	sitting	in	his	dimly	lit	castle,	was	nothing	like	that.	His	face	was
pale	and	his	skin	hung	in	wrinkled	folds,	as	if	it	had	once	belonged	to	a	larger	man.	Grief	had	melted	the
fat	from	his	limbs,	and	his	expression	was	fixed,	as	if	it	had	frozen	on	the	day	when	they	brought	him	the
news	of	his	son’s	death.	Only	his	eyes	still	showed	his	horror	and	bewilderment	at	what	life	had	done	to
him.

Apart	from	his	grandson	and	the	guards	standing	silent	in	the	background,	there	were	only	two	women
with	him.	One	kept	her	head	humbly	bent	like	a	maidservant,	although	she	wore	a	dress	fit	for	a	princess.
Her	mistress	 stood	 between	 the	 Prince	 of	 Sighs	 and	 the	 empty	 chair	 on	which	 the	 plumed	 helmet	 lay.
Violante,	 thought	 Meggie.	 The	 Adderhead’s	 daughter	 and	 Cosimo’s	 widow.	 Her	 Ugliness,	 as	 people
called	 her.	 Fenoglio	 had	 told	Meggie	 about	 her,	 emphasizing	 the	 fact	 that	 she	 was	 indeed	 one	 of	 his
creations,	but	that	he	had	never	intended	her	to	be	more	than	a	minor	character:	the	unhappy	child	of	an
unhappy	mother	and	a	very	bad	father.	“It’s	absurd	to	marry	her	to	Cosimo	the	Fair!”	Fenoglio	had	said.
“But	as	I	told	you,	this	story	is	getting	out	of	hand!”

Violante	wore	black,	like	her	son	and	her	father-in-law.	Her	dress,	too,	was	embroidered	with	pearly
tears,	but	their	precious	luster	didn’t	suit	her	particularly	well.	Her	face	looked	as	if	someone	had	drawn
it	on	a	stained	piece	of	paper	with	a	pencil	too	pale	for	the	purpose,	and	the	dark	silk	of	her	dress	made
her	 look	even	plainer.	The	only	 thing	you	noticed	about	her	 face	was	 the	purple	birthmark,	as	big	as	a
poppy,	disfiguring	her	left	cheek.

When	Meggie	and	Fenoglio	came	across	the	dark	hall,	Violante	was	just	bending	down	to	her	father-



in-law,	speaking	to	him	quietly.	The	prince’s	expression	did	not	change	but	finally	he	nodded,	and	the	boy
slipped	down	from	his	chair	in	relief.

Fenoglio	signaled	to	Meggie	to	stay	where	she	was.	His	head	respectfully	bent,	he	stepped	aside,	and
unobtrusively	 signaled	 to	Meggie	 to	 do	 the	 same.	Violante	 nodded	 to	Fenoglio	 as	 she	 passed	him,	 her
head	held	high,	but	she	didn’t	even	look	at	Meggie.	She	ignored	the	stone	statues	of	her	dead	husband,	too.
Her	Ugliness	seemed	to	be	in	a	hurry	to	escape	this	dark	hall	-	in	almost	as	much	of	a	hurry	as	her	son.
The	maid	who	followed	her	passed	so	close	to	Meggie	that	the	servant	girl’s	dress	almost	touched	her.
She	didn’t	seem	much	older	than	Meggie	herself.	Her	hair	had	a	reddish	tinge,	as	if	firelight	were	falling
on	 it,	 and	 she	wore	 it	 loose,	 as	only	 the	women	among	 the	 strolling	players	usually	did	 in	 this	world.
Meggie	had	never	seen	lovelier	hair.

“You’re	late,	Fenoglio!”	said	the	Prince	of	Sighs	as	soon	as	the	doors	had	closed	behind	the	women
and	his	grandson.	His	voice	still	came	out	of	his	mouth	with	an	effort,	like	a	very	fat	man’s.	“Did	you	run
short	of	words?”

“I	won’t	run	short	of	words	until	my	last	breath,	My	Prince,”	replied	Fenoglio,	with	a	bow.	Meggie
wasn’t	sure	whether	to	copy	him.	In	the	end	she	decided	on	a	clumsy	curtsy.

At	close	quarters	the	Prince	of	Sighs	looked	even	more	fragile.	His	skin	resembled	withered	leaves,
the	whites	of	his	eyes	like	yellowed	paper.	“Who’s	the	girl?”	he	asked,	bending	his	weary	gaze	on	her.
“Your	maid?	Too	young	to	be	your	lover,	isn’t	she?”

Meggie	felt	the	blood	rise	to	her	face.
“Your	Grace,	what	an	 idea!”	 said	Fenoglio,	dismissing	 it	 and	putting	an	arm	around	her	 shoulders.

“This	 is	my	granddaughter	who’s	come	 to	visit	me.	My	son	hopes	I	shall	 find	her	a	husband,	and	what
better	place	for	her	to	look	for	one	than	at	the	wonderful	festivities	you’re	holding	today?”

Meggie	blushed	more	than	ever,	but	she	forced	herself	to	smile.
“You	have	a	son,	do	you?”	The	voice	of	the	Prince	of	Sighs	sounded	envious,	as	if	he	begrudged	any

of	his	 subjects	 the	 luck	of	having	a	 living	 son.	“It’s	not	wise	 to	 let	your	children	go	 too	 far	away,”	he
murmured,	without	taking	his	eyes	off	Meggie.	“Only	too	likely	that	they	may	never	come	back!”

Meggie	didn’t	know	where	 to	 look.	“I’ll	be	going	home	soon,”	she	said.	“My	father	knows	 that.”	 I
hope,	she	added	in	her	mind.

“Yes.	 Yes,	 of	 course.	 She’ll	 be	 going	 back.	 When	 the	 time	 comes.”	 Fenoglio’s	 voice	 sounded
impatient.	 “But	 now	we	 come	 to	 the	 reason	 for	my	 visit.”	He	 took	 the	 roll	 of	 parchment	 so	 carefully
sealed	by	Rosenquartz	from	his	belt	and	climbed	the	steps	to	the	princely	chair	with	his	head	respectfully
bent.	The	Prince	of	Sighs	seemed	 to	be	 in	pain.	He	 tightened	his	 lips	as	he	 leaned	 forward	 to	 take	 the
parchment,	and	cool	though	it	was	in	the	hall,	sweat	stood	out	on	his	forehead.	Meggie	remembered	what
Minerva	had	said:	This	prince	of	ours	will	sigh	and	lament	himself	to	death.	Fenoglio	seemed	to	think	so,
too.

“Aren’t	you	feeling	well,	My	Prince?”	he	asked	with	concern.
“No,	I	am	not!”	snapped	the	prince,	annoyed.	“Unfortunately,	the	Adderhead	noticed	it	today,	too.”	He

leaned	back,	sighing,	and	struck	the	side	of	his	chair	with	his	hand.	“Tullio!”
A	servant	clad	in	black,	like	the	prince,	shot	out	from	behind	the	chair.	He	would	have	looked	like	a

rather	 short	 human	 being	 but	 for	 the	 fine	 fur	 on	 his	 face	 and	 hands.	 Tullio	 reminded	 Meggie	 of	 the
brownies	in	Elinor’s	garden	who	had	turned	to	ashes,	although	he	clearly	had	more	of	 the	human	being
about	him.

“Go	 and	 get	me	 a	minstrel	 -	 one	who	 can	 read!”	 ordered	 the	 prince.	 “He	 can	 sing	me	 Fenoglio’s
song.”	And	Tullio	scurried	off,	as	willing	as	a	puppy.

“Did	you	send	for	Nettle,	as	I	advised?”	Fenoglio’s	voice	sounded	urgent,	but	the	prince	just	waved
away	the	idea	angrily.

“Nettle?	What	for?	She	wouldn’t	come,	or	if	she	did	it	would	probably	just	be	to	poison	me,	because	I



had	a	couple	of	oaks	felled	for	my	son’s	coffin.	How	can	I	help	it	if	she’d	rather	talk	to	trees	than	human
beings?	None	of	 them	can	help	me,	not	Nettle	nor	any	of	 the	physicians,	stonecutters,	and	bone-knitters
whose	evil-smelling	potions	I’ve	swallowed.	No	herb	grows	that	can	cure	grief.”	His	fingers	trembled	as
he	broke	Fenoglio’s	seal,	and	all	was	so	still	in	the	darkened	hall	as	he	read	that	Meggie	heard	the	candle
flames	hiss	as	the	wicks	burned	down.

Almost	soundlessly,	the	prince	moved	his	lips	as	his	clouded	eyes	followed	Fenoglio’s	words.	“He
will	awake	no	more,	oh	nevermore,”	Meggie	heard	him	whisper.	She	looked	sideways	at	Fenoglio,	who
flushed	guiltily	when	he	noticed	her	glance.	Yes,	he	had	stolen	the	lines,	and	certainly	not	from	any	poet	of
this	world.

The	Laughing	Prince	raised	his	head	and	wiped	a	tear	from	his	clouded	eyes.	“Fair	words,	Fenoglio,”
he	said	bitterly,	“yes,	you	know	all	about	those.	But	when	will	any	of	you	poets	find	the	words	to	open	the
door	through	which	Death	takes	us?”

Fenoglio	looked	around	at	the	statues.	He	stared	at	them,	lost	in	thought,	as	if	he	were	seeing	them	for
the	first	time.	“I	am	sorry,	but	there	are	no	such	words,	My	Prince,”	he	said.	“Death	is	all	silence.	Even
poets	 have	 no	words	 once	 they	 have	 passed	 the	 door	Death	 closes	 behind	 us.	 If	 I	may,	 then,	 I	would
humbly	beg	your	leave	to	go.	My	landlady’s	children	are	waiting	outside,	and	if	I	don’t	catch	them	again
soon	they	may	well	run	off	with	the	strolling	players,	for	like	all	children	they	dream	of	taming	bears	and
dancing	between	heaven	and	hell	on	a	tightrope.”

“Yes,	yes,	go	away!”	said	the	Prince	of	Sighs,	wearily	waving	his	beringed	hand.	“I’ll	send	to	let	you
know	when	 I	want	words	again.	They	are	 sweet-tasting	poison,	but	 still,	 they’re	 the	only	way	 to	make
even	pain	taste	bittersweet	for	a	few	moments.”

He	will	awake	no	more,	oh	nevermore…Elinor	would	certainly	have	known	who	wrote	those	lines,
thought	Meggie	as	she	walked	back	down	the	dark	hall	with	Fenoglio.	The	herbs	scattered	on	the	floor
rustled	under	her	boots.	Their	fragrance	hung	in	the	cool	air	as	if	to	remind	the	sad	prince	of	the	world
waiting	for	him	out	there.	But	perhaps	it	reminded	him	only	of	the	flowers	in	the	crypt	where	Cosimo	lay.

At	the	door,	Tullio	came	to	meet	them	with	the	minstrel,	hopping	and	leaping	in	front	of	the	man	like	a
trained,	shaggy	animal.	The	minstrel	wore	bells	at	his	waist	and	had	a	lute	on	his	back.	He	was	a	tall,	thin
fellow	with	a	sullen	set	to	his	mouth	and	so	garishly	clothed	that	he	would	have	put	a	peacock’s	tail	to
shame.

“That	fellow	can	actually	read,	can	he?”	Fenoglio	whispered	to	Meggie	as	he	pushed	her	through	the
door.	“I	don’t	believe	it!	What’s	more,	his	singing	sounds	as	sweet	as	the	cawing	of	a	crow.	Let’s	be	off
before	he	gets	his	great	horsey	teeth	into	my	poor	lines	of	verse!”
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Time	is	a	horse	that	runs	in	the	heart,	a	horse	Without	a	rider	on	a	road	at	night.	The	mind	sits	listening
and	hears	it	pass.

Wallace	Stevens,	“The	Pure	Good	of	Theory”
Dustfinger	was	 leaning	against	 the	castle	wall,	behind	 the	stalls	where	people	were	crowding.	The

aroma	 of	 honey	 and	 hot	 chestnuts	 rose	 to	 his	 nostrils,	 and	 high	 above	 him	 went	 the	 tightrope-walker
whose	blue	figure,	from	a	distance,	reminded	him	so	much	of	Cloud-Dancer.	He	was	holding	a	long	pole
with	 tiny	 birds	 sitting	 on	 it,	 birds	 as	 red	 as	 drops	 of	 blood,	 and	when	 the	 dancer	 changed	 direction	 -
stepping	lightly,	as	if	standing	on	a	swaying	rope	was	the	most	natural	thing	in	the	world	-	the	birds	flew
up	and	fluttered	around	him,	twittering	shrilly.	The	marten	on	Dustfinger’s	shoulder	looked	up	at	them	and
licked	his	lips.	He	was	still	very	young,	smaller	and	more	delicate	than	Gwin,	not	half	as	likely	to	bite,
and	most	important	of	all	he	didn’t	fear	fire.	Absently,	Dustfinger	tickled	his	horned	head.	He	had	caught
him	behind	 the	stable	soon	after	his	arrival	at	Roxane’s	house,	when	 the	marten	was	 trying	 to	stalk	her
chickens,	and	had	called	him	Jink,	because	of	the	way	he	jinked	as	he	moved,	dodging	and	darting	before
jumping	 up	 at	 Dustfinger	 so	 suddenly	 that	 he	 almost	 knocked	 him	 over.	 Are	 you	 crazy?	 he	 had	 asked
himself	when	he	lured	the	animal	to	him	with	a	fresh	egg.	He’s	a	marten.	How	do	you	know	that	it	makes
any	difference	to	Death	what	name	he	bears?	But	he’d	kept	Jink	all	the	same.	Perhaps	he	had	left	all	his
fears	behind	in	the	other	world:	his	fears,	his	loneliness,	his	ill	fortune…

Jink	learned	fast;	he	was	soon	leaping	through	the	flames	as	if	he’d	been	doing	it	all	his	life.	It	would
be	easy	to	earn	a	few	coins	with	him	at	the	markets	-	with	him	and	the	boy.

The	marten	nuzzled	Dustfinger’s	cheek.	Some	acrobats	were	building	a	human	 tower	 in	 front	of	 the
empty	platform	that	still	awaited	the	birthday	boy.	Farid	had	tried	persuading	Dustfinger	to	perform,	too,
but	he	didn’t	want	people	staring	at	him	today.	He	wanted	to	stare	himself,	see	his	fill	of	all	he’d	missed
for	 so	 long.	 So	 he	was	 not	 in	 fire-eater’s	 costume,	 either,	 but	wore	Roxane’s	 dead	 husband’s	 clothes,
which	she	had	given	him.	They	had	obviously	been	almost	the	same	size.	Poor	fellow:	Neither	Orpheus
nor	Silvertongue	could	bring	him	back	from	where	he	was	now.

“Why	don’t	you	earn	the	money	today	for	a	change?”	he	had	asked	Farid.	The	boy	had	turned	first	red
and	then	white	as	chalk	with	pride	-	and	shot	away	into	the	turmoil.	He	was	a	quick	learner.	Only	a	tiny
morsel	of	the	fiery	honey,	and	Farid	was	talking	to	the	flames	as	if	he’d	been	born	with	their	language	on
his	tongue.	Of	course,	they	didn’t	yet	spring	from	the	ground	when	the	boy	snapped	his	fingers	as	readily
as	 for	 Dustfinger	 himself,	 but	 when	 Farid	 called	 to	 the	 fire	 in	 a	 low	 voice	 it	 would	 speak	 to	 him	 -
condescendingly,	sometimes	with	mockery,	but	still	it	answered	him.

“Oh,	but	he	 is	your	 son!”	Roxane	had	said	when	Farid	had	drawn	a	bucket	of	water	 from	 the	well
early	in	the	morning,	cursing,	to	cool	his	burned	fingers.	“He’s	not,”	Dustfinger	had	replied	-	and	had	seen
in	her	eyes	that	she	didn’t	believe	him.

Before	 they	 set	 off	 for	 the	 castle,	 he	 had	 practiced	 a	 couple	 of	 tricks	 with	 Farid,	 and	 Jehan	 had
watched.	But	when	Dustfinger	beckoned	the	boy	closer,	he	ran	away.	Farid	had	laughed	out	loud	at	him
for	it,	but	Dustfinger	put	his	hand	over	Farid’s	mouth.	“The	fire	devoured	his	father,	have	you	forgotten?”
he	had	whispered,	and	Farid	bowed	his	head,	ashamed.

How	proudly	he	 stood	 there	 among	 the	other	 entertainers!	Dustfinger	 pushed	his	 own	way	past	 the
stalls	to	get	a	better	view.	Farid	had	taken	off	his	shirt	as	Dustfinger	himself	sometimes	did	-	burning	cloth



was	more	dangerous	than	a	small	burn	on	the	skin,	and	you	could	easily	protect	your	naked	body	against
the	licking	tongues	of	fire	with	grease.	The	boy	put	on	a	good	act,	such	a	good	one	that	even	the	traders
stared	at	him	spellbound,	and	Dustfinger	took	his	chance	to	free	a	few	fairies	from	the	cages	where	they
had	been	imprisoned,	to	be	sold	to	some	fool	as	lucky	charms.	No	wonder	Roxane	suspects	you	of	being
his	father,	he	told	himself.	Your	chest	swells	with	pride	when	you	look	at	him.	Next	to	Farid,	a	couple	of
clowns	were	exchanging	broad	jokes,	to	his	right	the	Black	Prince	was	wrestling	with	his	bear,	but	all	the
same	more	and	more	people	stopped	to	look	at	the	boy	standing	there	playing	with	fire,	oblivious	of	all
around	him.	Dustfinger	watched	as	Sootbird	 lowered	his	 torches	and	 looked	enviously	 their	way.	He’d
never	learn.	He	was	still	as	poor	a	fire-eater	as	he’d	been	ten	years	ago.

Farid	bowed,	and	a	shower	of	coins	fell	into	the	wooden	bowl	that	Roxane	had	given	him.	He	glanced
proudly	at	Dustfinger,	as	hungry	for	praise	as	a	dog	for	a	bone,	and	when	Dustfinger	clapped	his	hands	he
flushed	red	with	delight.	What	a	child	he	still	was,	even	though	he	had	proudly	shown	Dustfinger	the	first
stubble	on	his	chin	a	few	months	ago!

Dustfinger	was	making	his	way	past	two	farmers	haggling	over	a	couple	of	piglets	when	the	gate	to	the
Inner	Castle	opened	again	-	this	time	not,	as	before,	for	the	Adderhead,	when	Dustfinger	himself	had	only
just	managed	to	hide	from	the	Piper’s	searching	glance	behind	a	cake	stall.	No.	Obviously,	the	birthday
boy	himself	was	finally	appearing	at	his	own	festivities	-	and	his	mother	would	accompany	the	child,	with
her	maidservant.	How	fast	his	foolish	heart	was	suddenly	beating!	“She	has	your	hair,”	Roxane	had	said,
“and	my	eyes.”

The	prince’s	pipers	made	the	most	of	 their	big	scene.	Proud	as	 turkey-cocks	 they	stood	there,	 long-
stemmed	 trumpets	 held	 aloft	 in	 the	 air.	 The	 strolling	 players,	 being	 their	 own	 masters,	 disapproved
without	exception	of	musicians	who	sold	 their	 art	 to	a	 single	 lord.	 In	exchange,	 the	pipers	were	better
dressed,	not	in	Motley	array	like	the	players	on	the	road,	but	in	their	prince’s	colors.	For	the	pipers	of	the
Prince	of	Sighs,	 that	meant	green	and	gold.	His	daughter-in-law	wore	black.	Cosimo	the	Fair	had	been
dead	 for	 barely	 a	 year,	 but	 his	 young	 widow	 would	 certainly	 have	 been	 courted	 by	 several	 suitors
already,	in	spite	of	the	mark,	dark	as	a	burn,	that	disfigured	her	face.	The	crowd	came	thronging	around
the	platform	as	soon	as	Violante	and	her	son	had	taken	their	seats.	Dustfinger	had	to	climb	on	an	empty
barrel	to	catch	a	glimpse	of	her	maidservant	beyond	all	those	heads	and	bodies.

Brianna	was	standing	behind	the	boy.	Despite	her	bright	hair,	she	was	like	her	mother.	The	dress	she
wore	made	her	look	very	grown-up,	yet	Dustfinger	still	saw	in	her	face	traces	of	the	little	girl	who	had
tried	to	snatch	burning	torches	from	his	hand	or	stamped	her	foot	angrily	when	he	wouldn’t	let	her	catch
the	sparks	he	brought	raining	down	from	the	sky.

Ten	years.	Ten	years	he’d	spent	 in	 the	wrong	story.	Ten	years	 in	which	Death	had	 taken	one	of	his
daughters,	 leaving	behind	nothing	but	memories	 as	 pale	 and	 indistinct	 as	 if	 she	had	never	 lived	 at	 all,
while	his	other	daughter	had	grown	up,	laughing	and	weeping	through	all	those	years,	and	he	had	not	been
there.	 Hypocrite!	 he	 told	 himself,	 unable	 to	 take	 his	 eyes	 from	 Brianna’s	 face.	 Are	 you	 trying	 to	 tell
yourself	you	were	a	devoted	father	before	Silvertongue	lured	you	into	his	story?

Cosimo’s	 son	 laughed	 out	 loud.	 His	 stubby	 finger	 pointed	 first	 at	 one,	 then	 at	 another	 of	 the
entertainers,	and	he	caught	the	flowers	that	the	women	players	threw	him.	How	old	was	he?	Five?	Six?

Brianna	had	been	the	same	age	when	Silvertongue’s	voice	had	enticed	him	away.	She	had	only	come
up	to	his	elbow,	and	she’d	weighed	so	little	that	he	scarcely	noticed	when	she	climbed	up	on	his	back.
When	he	 forgot	 time	yet	again	and	stayed	away	for	weeks	on	end,	 in	places	with	names	she	had	never
heard,	she	used	to	hit	him	with	her	little	fists	and	throw	the	presents	he	brought	her	at	his	feet.	Then	she
would	slip	out	of	bed	the	same	night	to	retrieve	them	after	all:	colored	ribbons	as	soft	as	rabbit	fur,	fabric
flowers	to	put	in	her	hair,	little	pipes	that	could	imitate	the	song	of	a	lark	or	the	hoot	of	an	owl.	She	had
never	told	him	so,	of	course,	she	was	proud	-	even	prouder	than	her	mother	-	but	he	always	knew	where
she	put	the	presents	-	in	a	bag	among	her	clothes.	Did	she	still	have	it?



She	had	kept	his	presents,	yes,	but	they	could	never	bring	a	smile	to	her	face	when	he	had	stayed	away
for	a	long	time.	Only	fire	could	do	that,	and	for	a	moment	-	a	seductive	moment	-	Dustfinger	was	tempted
to	 step	 out	 of	 the	 gaping	 crowd,	 take	 his	 place	 among	 the	 other	 entertainers	 performing	 tricks	 for	 the
prince’s	grandson,	 and	 summon	 fire	 just	 for	his	daughter’s	 sake.	But	he	 stood	where	he	was,	 invisible
behind	the	throng,	watching	her	smooth	back	her	hair	with	the	palm	of	her	hand	in	the	same	way	as	her
mother	did	so	often,	unobtrusively	rubbing	her	nose	and	shifting	from	foot	to	foot,	as	if	she’d	much	rather
be	dancing	down	there	than	standing	stiffly	here.

“Eat	him,	bear!	Eat	him	up	this	minute!	So	he	really	is	back,	but	do	you	think	he’s	planning	to	go	and
see	an	old	friend?”

Dustfinger	spun	around	so	suddenly	that	he	almost	fell	off	the	barrel	where	he	was	still	standing.	The
Black	Prince	was	looking	up	at	him,	with	his	bear	behind	him.	Dustfinger	had	hoped	to	meet	him	here,
surrounded	by	strangers,	rather	than	in	the	strolling	players’	camp,	where	there	were	too	many	who	would
ask	where	 he	 had	 been…The	 two	 of	 them	had	 known	 each	 other	 since	 they	were	 the	 same	 age	 as	 the
prince’s	grandson	enthroned	 in	his	chair	on	 the	platform	-	 the	orphaned	sons	of	 strolling	players,	 adult
before	their	time,	and	Dustfinger	had	missed	that	black	face	almost	as	much	as	Roxane’s.

“So	will	he	really	eat	me	if	I	get	off	this	barrel?”
The	Prince	 laughed.	His	 laughter	sounded	almost	as	carefree	as	 in	 the	old	days.	“Maybe.	After	all,

he’s	noticed	that	I	really	do	have	a	grudge	against	you	for	not	coming	to	see	me.	And	didn’t	you	scorch	his
fur	last	time	you	two	met?”

Jink	crouched	on	Dustfinger’s	 shoulder	 as	he	 jumped	off	 the	barrel,	 chattering	 excitedly	 in	his	 ear.
“Don’t	worry,	 the	bear	doesn’t	eat	your	sort!”	Dustfinger	whispered	 to	him	-	and	hugged	 the	Prince	as
hard	as	if	a	single	embrace	could	make	up	for	ten	years.

“You	still	smell	more	of	bear	than	man.”
“And	you	smell	of	fire.	Now	tell	me,	where’ve	you	been?”	The	Black	Prince	held	Dustfinger	at	arm’s

length	and	looked	at	him	as	if	he	could	read	in	his	face	everything	that	had	happened	during	his	friend’s
absence.	“So	the	fire-raisers	didn’t	string	you	up,	 then,	as	many	folk	say.	You	look	too	healthy	for	 that.
What	about	 the	other	story	-	 that	 the	Adderhead	locked	you	up	in	his	dankest	dungeon?	Or	did	you	turn
yourself	into	a	tree	for	a	while,	as	some	songs	say,	a	tree	with	burning	leaves	deep	in	the	Wayless	Wood?”

Dustfinger	smiled.	“I’d	have	liked	that.	But	I	assure	you,	even	you	wouldn’t	believe	the	real	story.”
A	whisper	ran	through	the	crowd.	Looking	over	all	the	heads,	Dustfinger	saw	Farid,	red	in	the	face,

acknowledging	their	applause.	Her	Ugliness’s	son	was	clapping	so	hard	that	he	almost	fell	off	his	chair.
But	Farid	was	searching	the	throng	for	Dustfinger’s	face.	He	smiled	at	the	boy	-	and	sensed	that	the	Black
Prince	was	looking	at	him	thoughtfully.

“So	the	boy	really	is	yours?”	he	said.	“No,	don’t	worry,	I’ll	ask	no	more	questions.	I	know	you	like	to
have	your	secrets,	and	I	don’t	suppose	that	has	changed	much.	All	the	same,	I	want	to	hear	the	story	you
spoke	of,	sometime.	And	you	owe	us	a	performance,	too.	We	can	all	do	with	something	to	cheer	us	up.
Times	are	bad,	even	on	this	side	of	the	forest,	though	it	may	not	seem	so	today.	…”

“Yes,	so	I’ve	heard	already.	And	the	Adderhead	obviously	doesn’t	 love	you	any	better	 than	before.
What	have	you	done,	 to	make	him	 threaten	you	with	 the	gallows?	Did	 the	bear	 take	one	of	his	 stags?”
Dustfinger	stroked	Jink’s	bristling	fur.	The	marten	never	took	his	eyes	off	the	bear.

“Oh,	believe	me,	the	Adderhead	scarcely	guesses	half	of	what	I	do,	or	I’d	have	been	dangling	from	the
battlements	of	the	Castle	of	Night	long	ago!”

“Oh	 yes?”	 The	 tightrope-walker	was	 sitting	 on	 his	 rope	 above	 them,	 surrounded	 by	 his	 birds	 and
swinging	his	legs,	as	if	the	milling	crowd	down	below	had	nothing	to	do	with	him.	“Prince,	I	don’t	like
that	look	in	your	eye,”	said	Dustfinger,	 looking	up	at	 the	men	walking	the	rope.	“You’d	do	better	not	to
provoke	the	Adderhead	anymore,	or	he’ll	have	you	hunted	down	just	as	he’s	hunted	others.	And	then	you
won’t	be	safe	on	this	side	of	the	forest,	either!”



Someone.	was	pulling	at	his	sleeve.	Dustfinger	turned	so	abruptly	that	Farid	flinched	back	in	alarm.
“I’m	sorry!”	he	stammered,	nodding	rather	uncertainly	to	the	Prince.	“But	Meggie’s	here.	With	Fenoglio!”
He	sounded	as	excited	as	if	he	had	met	the	Laughing	Prince	in	person.

“Where?”	Dustfinger	 looked	 around,	 but	 Farid	 had	 eyes	 only	 for	 the	 bear,	 who	 had	 affectionately
placed	his	muzzle	on	the	Black	Prince’s	head.	The	Prince	smiled	and	pushed	the	bear’s	muzzle	away.

“Where?”	Dustfinger	repeated	impatiently.	For	Fenoglio	was	the	very	last	person	he	wanted	to	meet.
“Over	there,	just	behind	the	platform!”
Dustfinger	looked	the	way	Farid’s	finger	was	pointing.	Sure	enough,	there	was	the	old	man,	with	two

children,	just	as	he	had	first	seen	him.	Silvertongue’s	daughter	stood	beside	him.	She	had	grown	tall	-	and
even	more	like	her	mother.	Dustfinger	uttered	a	quiet	curse.	What	were	those	two	after,	here	in	his	story?
They	had	as	little	to	do	with	it	as	he	had	to	do	with	theirs.	Oh	yes?	mocked	a	voice	inside	him.	The	old
man	won’t	see	it	that	way.	Did	you	forget	he	claims	to	have	created	everything	here?

“I	don’t	want	to	see	him,”	he	told	Farid.	“Bad	luck	clings	to	that	old	man,	and	worse	than	bad	luck,
too,	mark	my	words.”

“Is	 the	 boy	 talking	 about	 the	 Inkweaver?”	 The	 Prince	 came	 so	 close	 to	 Dustfinger’s	 side	 that	 the
marten	hissed	at	him.	“What	do	you	have	against	him?	He	writes	good	songs.”

“He	writes	other	 things	 as	well.”	And	who	knows	what	he’s	 already	written	about	you,	Dustfinger
added	in	his	mind.	A	few	well-chosen	words,	Prince,	and	you’re	a	dead	man!

Farid	was	still	looking	at	the	girl.	“What	about	Meggie?	Don’t	you	want	to	see	her,	either?”	His	voice
sounded	husky	with	disappointment.	“She	asked	how	you	were.”

“Give	her	my	regards.	She’ll	understand.	Off	you	go,	then!	I	can	see	you’re	still	in	love	with	her.	How
was	it	you	once	described	her	eyes?	Little	pieces	of	the	sky!”

Farid	blushed	scarlet.	“Stop	it!”	he	said	angrily.
But	Dustfinger	 took	 him	 by	 the	 shoulders	 and	 turned	 him	 around.	 “Go	 on!”	 he	 said.	 “Give	 her	my

regards,	but	tell	her	to	keep	my	name	out	of	her	magic	mouth,	understand?”
Farid	cast	a	last	glance	at	the	bear,	nodded	-	and	strolled	back	to	the	girl	very	slowly,	as	if	to	show

that	he	wasn’t	in	any	hurry	to	reach	her.	She	was	going	to	great	pains	herself	not	to	look	his	way	too	often,
as	 she	 fidgeted	 awkwardly	 with	 the	 sleeves	 of	 her	 dress.	 She	 looked	 as	 if	 she	 belonged	 here,	 a
maidservant	 from	a	not	particularly	prosperous	home,	perhaps	 the	daughter	of	a	 farmer	or	a	craftsman.
Well,	her	father	was	indeed	a	craftsman,	wasn’t	he?	If	one	with	special	talents.	Perhaps	she	was	looking
around	 rather	 too	 freely.	 Girls	 here	 usually	 kept	 their	 heads	 bent	 -	 and	 sometimes	 they	 were	 already
married	by	her	age.	Did	his	daughter	Brianna	have	anything	like	that	in	mind?	Roxane	hadn’t	said	so.

“That	 boy’s	 good.	 Better	 than	 Sootbird	 already.”	 The	 Prince	 put	 out	 his	 hand	 to	 the	marten	 -	 and
withdrew	it	when	Jink	bared	his	tiny	teeth.

“That’s	not	difficult.”	Dustfinger	let	his	eyes	wander	to	Fenoglio.	So	they	called	him	Inkweaver	here.
How	contented	he	looked,	 the	man	who	had	written	Dustfinger’s	death.	A	knife	 in	 the	back,	plunged	so
deep	that	it	found	his	heart,	that	was	what	Fenoglio	had	planned	for	him.	Dustfinger	instinctively	reached
to	touch	the	spot	between	his	shoulder	blades.	Yes,	he	had	read	them	already,	after	all,	Fenoglio’s	deadly
words,	one	night	in	the	other	world	when	he	had	been	lying	awake,	trying	in	vain	to	conjure	up	Roxane’s
face	in	his	memory.	You	can’t	go	back!	He	had	kept	hearing	Meggie’s	voice	saying	those	words.	“One	of
Capricorn’s	men	is	waiting	for	you	in	the	book.	They	want	to	kill	Gwin,	and	you	try	to	help	him,	so	they
kill	you	 instead.”	He	had	 taken	 the	book	out	of	his	backpack	with	 trembling	fingers,	had	opened	 it	and
searched	the	pages	for	his	death.	And	then	he’d	read	what	it	said	there	in	black	and	white,	over	and	over
again.	After	 that	 he	 had	 decided	 to	 leave	Gwin	 behind	 if	 he	 should	 ever	 come	 back	 here…Dustfinger
stroked	Jink’s	bushy	tail.	No,	perhaps	it	had	not	been	a	good	idea	to	catch	another	marten.

“What’s	 the	matter?	You	 look	as	 if	 the	hangman	had	given	you	 the	nod	all	of	a	sudden.”	The	Black
Prince	put	an	arm	around	his	shoulders,	while	his	bear	sniffed	curiously	at	Dustfinger’s	backpack.	“The



boy	must	have	told	you	how	we	picked	him	up	in	the	forest?	He	was	in	a	state	of	great	agitation,	said	he
was	here	to	warn	you.	And	when	he	said	of	whom,	many	of	my	men’s	hands	went	to	their	knives.”

Basta.	Dustfinger	ran	a	finger	over	his	scarred	cheek.	“Yes,	he’s	probably	back,	too.”
“With	his	master?”
“No,	Capricorn’s	dead.	I	saw	him	die	myself.”
The	Black	Prince	put	his	hand	in	his	bear’s	mouth	and	tickled	its	tongue.	“Well,	that’s	good	news.	And

there	wouldn’t	be	much	 for	him	 to	come	back	 to,	 just	a	 few	charred	walls.	Only	old	Nettle	 sometimes
goes	there.	She	swears	you	can’t	find	better	yarrow	anywhere	than	in	the	fire-raisers’	old	fortress.”

Dustfinger	saw	Fenoglio	glancing	his	way.	Meggie	was	looking	in	the	same	direction,	too.	He	quickly
turned	his	back	on	them.

“We	have	a	camp	near	 there	now	-	you’ll	 remember	 the	old	brownies’	caves,”	 the	Prince	went	on,
lowering	 his	 voice.	 “Since	Cosimo	 smoked	 out	 the	 fire-raisers	 those	 caves	 have	made	 a	 good	 shelter
again.	Only	the	strolling	players	know	about	them.	The	old	and	frail,	cripples,	women	tired	of	living	on
the	road	with	their	children	-	they	can	all	stay	and	rest	there	for	a	while.	I	tell	you	what,	the	Secret	Camp
would	be	a	good	place	for	you	to	tell	me	your	story!	The	one	you	say	is	so	hard	to	believe.	I’ve	often	been
there	for	the	bear’s	sake.	He	gets	grouchy	when	he	spends	too	long	between	city	walls.	Roxane	can	tell
you	how	to	find	the	place;	she	knows	her	way	around	the	forest	almost	as	well	as	you	by	now.”

“I	know	 the	old	brownie	caves,”	 said	Dustfinger.	He	had	hidden	 from	Capricorn’s	men	 there	many
times,	but	he	wasn’t	sure	that	he	really	wanted	to	tell	the	Prince	about	the	last	ten	years.

“Six	torches!”	Farid	was	beside	him	again,	wiping	soot	off	his	fingers	on	his	trousers.	“I	juggled	with
six	torches	and	I	didn’t	drop	one.	I	think	she	liked	it.”

Dustfinger	suppressed	a	smile.	“Very	likely.”	Two	of	the	strolling	players	had	drawn	the	Prince	aside.
Dustfinger	wasn’t	sure	whether	he	knew	them,	but	he	turned	his	back,	to	be	on	the	safe	side.

“Did	 you	 know	 everyone’s	 talking	 about	 you?”	Farid’s	 eyes	were	 round	 as	 coins	with	 excitement.
“They’re	all	saying	you’re	back.	And	I	think	some	of	them	have	recognized	you.”

“Oh,	have	they?”	Dustfinger	looked	uneasily	around.	His	daughter	was	still	standing	behind	the	little
prince’s	chair.	He	hadn’t	told	Farid	about	her.	It	was	bad	enough	having	the	boy	jealous	of	Roxane.

“They	say	there	was	never	a	fire-eater	to	match	you!	The	other	one	there,	Sootbird	they	call	him”	-
Farid	put	a	piece	of	bread	in	Jink’s	mouth	-	“he	asked	about	you,	but	I	didn’t	know	if	you	wanted	to	meet
him.	He’s	really	bad	at	it,	he	doesn’t	know	how	to	do	anything	-	but	he	says	he	knows	you.	Is	that	right?”

“Yes,	 but	 all	 the	 same	 I’d	 rather	 not	meet	 him.”	Dustfinger	 turned.	The	 tightrope-walker	 had	 come
down	 from	 his	 rope	 at	 last.	 Cloud-Dancer	was	 talking	 to	 him	 and	 pointing	Dustfinger’s	way.	 Time	 to
disappear.	He	would	be	happy	to	see	them	all	again,	but	not	here,	and	not	today…

“I’ve	had	enough	of	this,”	he	told	Farid.	“You	stay	and	earn	us	a	few	more	coins.	I’ll	be	at	Roxane’s	if
you	want	me.”

Up	on	the	platform,	Her	Ugliness	was	handing	her	son	a	gold-embroidered	purse.	The	child	put	his
plump	hand	into	it	and	threw	the	entertainers	some	coins.	They	hastily	bent	to	pick	them	out	of	the	dust.
But	Dustfinger	cast	a	last	look	at	the	Black	Prince	and	went	away.

What	would	Roxane	say	when	she	heard	that	he	hadn’t	exchanged	a	single	word	with	his	daughter?	He
knew	the	answer.	She	would	laugh.	She	knew	only	too	well	what	a	coward	he	could	be.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
23	Cold	and	White

I	am	like	a	goldsmith	hammering	day	and	night
Just	so	I	can	extend	pain
Into	a	gold	ornament	as	thin	as	a	cicada’s	wing
Xi	Murong,	“Poetry’s	Value,”	Anthology	of	Modern	Chinese	Poetry
There	they	were	again.	Mo	felt	them	coming	closer,	he	saw	them	even	though	his	eyes	were	closed	-

White	Women,	 their	 faces	 so	pale,	 their	 eyes	colorless	and	cold.	That	was	all	 there	was	 in	 the	world,
white	shadows	in	the	dark	and	the	pain	in	his	breast,	red	pain.	Every	breath	brought	it	back.	Breathing.
Hadn’t	it	once	been	perfectly	easy?	Now	it	was	difficult,	as	difficult	as	if	 they	had	buried	him	already,
heaping	earth	on	his	breast,	on	 the	pain	burning	and	 throbbing	 there.	He	couldn’t	move.	His	body	was
useless,	a	burning	prison.	He	wanted	to	open	his	eyes,	but	his	 lids	weighed	down	as	heavily	as	 if	 they
were	made	of	stone.	Everything	was	lost.	Only	words	remained:	pain,	fear,	death.	White	words.	No	color
in	them,	no	life.	Only	the	pain	was	red.

Is	this	death?	Mo	wondered.	This	void,	full	of	faint	shadows?	Sometimes	he	thought	he	felt	the	fingers
of	the	pale	women	reaching	into	his	agonized	breast	as	if	to	crush	his	heart.	Their	breath	wafted	over	his
hot	face,	and	they	were	whispering	a	name,	but	it	was	not	the	name	he	remembered	as	his	own.	Bluejay,
they	whispered.

Their	voices	seemed	to	be	made	of	cold	yearning,	nothing	but	cold	yearning.	It’s	easy,	they	whispered,
you	don’t	even	have	to	open	your	eyes.	No	more	pain,	no	darkness.	Stand	up,	they	whispered,	it’s	time	to
go,	and	 they	entwined	 their	white	 fingers	with	his.	Their	 fingers	were	wonderfully	cool	on	his	burning
skin.

But	the	other	voice	wouldn’t	let	him	go.	Indistinct,	barely	audible,	as	if	it	came	from	far,	far	away,	it
penetrated	 the	 whispering.	 It	 sounded	 strange,	 almost	 discordant	 among	 the	 whispering	 shadows.	 Be
quiet,	he	wanted	to	tell	it	with	his	tongue	of	stone.	Be	quiet,	please,	let	me	go!	For	nothing	but	that	voice
kept	him	imprisoned	in	the	burning	house	that	was	his	body.	But	the	voice	went	on.

He	knew	it,	but	where	from?	He	couldn’t	remember.	It	was	long	ago	that	he	had	last	heard	it,	too	long
ago…
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24	IN	ELINOR’S	CELLAR

The	lofty	bookshelves	sag
Under	thousands	of	sleeping	souls
Silence,	hopeful	-
Every	time	I	open	a	book,	a	soul	is	awakened.
Xi	Chuan,	“Books,”	New	Generation
I	ought	to	have	furnished	my	cellar	more	comfortably,	thought	Elinor,	watching	Darius	pump	up	the	air

mattress	 he	had	 found	behind	one	of	 the	 storage	 shelves	 for	 her.	But	 how	could	 she	have	guessed	 that
some	dreadful	day	she’d	have	to	sleep	down	here,	while	a	bespectacled,	moon-faced	man	sat	up	in	her
wonderful	library	with	his	slobbering	dog,	playing	master	of	the	house?	The	wretched	animal	had	almost
eaten	the	fairy	who	had	slipped	out	of	Orpheus’s	words.	A	blue	fairy	and	a	lark	fluttering	in	panic	against
the	windowpanes,	 that	was	all	 that	had	come	out	of	 the	book	 -	 to	 replace	 four	people!	“Look	at	 that!”
Orpheus	had	triumphantly	announced.	“Two	for	four!	There	are	fewer	and	fewer	coming	out,	and	one	day
I’ll	manage	not	to	let	anything	out	of	a	book	at	all.”	Conceited	pig!	As	if	anyone	was	interested	in	who	or
what	came	out	of	the	book,	when	Resa	and	Mortimer	had	gone!	And	Mortola	and	Basta…

Quick,	Elinor,	think	of	something	else!
If	only	she	could	have	hoped	that	someone	useful	would	soon	come	knocking	on	her	front	door!	But

unfortunately,	such	a	visitor	was	highly	 improbable.	She	had	never	had	much	to	do	with	her	neighbors,
certainly	not	since	Darius	had	taken	over	the	care	of	her	books	and	Mo,	Resa,	and	Meggie	had	moved	in.
What	more	did	she	need	in	the	way	of	company?

Her	nose	began	to	prickle	ominously.	That’s	the	wrong	way	to	think,	Elinor,	she	warned	herself-	as	if
she’d	been	able	to	think	of	anything	else	these	last	few	hours.	They’re	all	right!	she	kept	telling	herself.
You’d	have	sensed	it	if	anything	had	happened	to	them.	Wasn’t	that	what	all	the	stories	said?	You	felt	it,
like	a	pang	in	your	heart,	when	something	happened	to	someone	you	loved?

Darius	smiled	hesitantly	at	her	as	his	foot	went	tirelessly	up	and	down	on	the	pump.	The	air	mattress
already	 looked	 like	a	caterpillar,	a	huge,	squashed	caterpillar.	How	was	she	supposed	 to	sleep	on	 that
thing?	She’d	roll	off	and	land	on	the	cold	cement	floor.

“Darius!”	she	said.	“We	must	do	something!	We	can’t	simply	let	them	shut	us	up	here	while	Mortola
…”

Oh	God,	 how	 that	 old	witch	 had	 looked	 at	Mortimer.	Don’t	 think	 about	 it,	 Elinor!	 Just	 don’t	 think
about	it!	Or	about	Basta	and	his	rifle.	Or	Meggie	wandering	through	the	Wayless	Wood	all	alone.	I’m	sure
she’s	alone!	A	giant	will	have	stepped	on	that	boy	and	crushed	him	by	now.	…	It	was	a	good	thing	Darius
didn’t	know	the	silly	way	her	 thoughts	were	getting	all	mixed	up,	making	the	tears	start	 to	come	all	 the
time…

“Darius!”	Elinor	whispered,	for	the	man	built	like	a	wardrobe	would	certainly	be	on	guard	outside	the
door.	“Darius,	it’s	all	up	to	you!	You	must	read	them	back!”

Darius	shook	his	head	so	vigorously	that	his	glasses	almost	slipped	off	his	nose.	“No!”	His	voice	was
trembling	like	a	leaf	in	the	wind,	and	his	foot	began	pumping	again	as	if	that	stupid	mattress	were	the	most
important	thing	in	the	world.	Then,	very	suddenly,	he	stopped	and	hid	his	face	in	his	hands.	“You	know
what	will	happen!”	Elinor	heard	him	say	in	a	stifled	voice.	“You	know	what	will	happen	to	them	if	I	read
while	I’m	afraid.”



Elinor	sighed.
Yes,	she	knew.	Distorted	faces,	stiff	legs,	a	lost	voice…and	of	course	he	was	afraid.	Probably	even

more	afraid	than	she	was,	for	Darius	had	known	Mortola	and	Basta	considerably	longer…
“Yes.	Yes,	I	know.	All	right,”	she	murmured	and	began	abstractedly	straightening	a	few	cans	on	the

shelves	 -	 tomato	 sauce,	 ravioli	 (not	a	particularly	nice	brand),	 red	kidney	beans	 -	Mortimer	 loved	 red
kidney	beans.	There	it	came	again,	that	prickling	in	her	nose.

“Very	 well!”	 she	 said,	 turning	 around	 resolutely.	 “Then	 that	 Orpheus	 will	 have	 to	 do	 it.”	 How
composed	 and	 sure	 of	 herself	 she	 sounded!	 She	was	 obviously	 a	 gifted	 actress,	 thought	 Elinor;	 she’d
realized	that	before,	back	in	Capricorn’s	church	when	all	had	seemed	lost…indeed,	now	that	she	came	to
think	of	it,	everything	had	seemed	gloomier	then,	if	anything.

Darius	stared	at	her,	bewildered.
“Don’t	look	at	me	like	that,	for	God’s	sake!”	she	hissed.	“I	don’t	know	how	we	can	make	him	do	it,

either.	Not	yet.”
She	began	pacing	up	and	down,	up	and	down,	between	the	shelves	full	of	cans	and	preserving	jars.
“He’s	vain,	Darius!”	she	whispered.	“Very	vain.	Did	you	see	how	he	changed	color	when	he	realized

that	Meggie	had	done	something	he’s	tried	and	failed	to	do	for	years?	I’m	sure	he’d	like	to	ask	her	-”	She
stopped	suddenly	and	looked	at	Darius.

“-	how	she	managed	it.”	Darius	stopped	pumping.
“Yes!	But	Meggie	would	have	to	be	here	herself	to	tell	him	that.”	They	looked	at	each	other.
“That’s	how	we’ll	do	it,	Darius!”	Elinor	whispered.	“We’ll	get	Orpheus	to	bring	Meggie	back,	and

then	 she	 can	 read	Mortimer	 and	 Resa	 back,	 too,	 with	 the	 same	words	 he	 used	 for	 her!	 That	 ought	 to
work!”	She	 began	 pacing	 up	 and	 down	 again	 like	 the	 caged	 panther	 in	 the	 poem	 she	 liked	 so	much…
except	that	the	look	in	her	eyes	was	no	longer	hopeless.	She	must	lay	her	plans	well.	That	man	Orpheus
was	clever.	And	so	are	you,	Elinor,	she	told	herself.	Just	try	it!

She	couldn’t	help	it,	she	started	thinking	of	the	way	Mortola	had	looked	at	Mortimer	again.	Suppose	it
was	much	too	late	by	the	time	she…?

Oh,	stop	it!
Elinor	thrust	out	her	chin,	pulled	back	her	shoulders	-	and	marched	firmly	toward	the	cellar	door.	She

hammered	on	the	white-painted	metal	with	the	flat	of	her	hand.	“Hey!”	she	called.	“Hey,	you,	wardrobe-
man!	Open	this	door!	I	have	to	speak	to	that	man	Orpheus!	At	once.”

But	nothing	stirred	on	the	other	side	of	the	door	-	and	Elinor	let	her	hand	drop	again.	For	a	moment
she	entertained	the	dreadful	thought	that	the	two	men	had	gone	and	left	them	alone	down	here,	locked	in	…
and	without	so	much	as	a	can	opener,	thought	Elinor.	What	a	ridiculous	way	to	die.	Starving	among	piles
of	canned	food.	She	was	just	raising	both	hands	to	hammer	on	the	door	again	when	she	heard	footsteps
outside.	Footsteps	going	away,	up	the	stairs	leading	from	the	cellar	to	the	entrance	hall.

“Hey!”	she	shouted,	so	loudly	that	Darius,	standing	behind	her,	jumped.	“Hey,	come	back,	you	hulking
great	wardrobe!	Open	this	door!	I	want	to	talk	to	Orpheus!”

But	all	was	quiet	on	the	other	side	of	the	door.	Elinor	fell	to	her	knees	in	front	of	it.	She	felt	Darius
come	up	beside	her	and	put	a	hand	hesitantly	on	her	shoulder.	“He’ll	be	back,”	he	said	quietly.	“At	least
they’re	still	here,	aren’t	they?”	Then	he	returned	to	the	air	mattress.

But	Elinor	sat	there,	her	back	against	the	cold	cellar	door,	listening	to	the	silence.	You	couldn’t	even
hear	the	birds	down	here,	not	 the	smallest	chirp	of	a	cricket.	Meggie	will	fetch	them	back,	she	thought.
Meggie	will	fetch	them	back!	But	suppose	by	now	her	mother	and	father	are	both…

Not	the	way	to	think,	Elinor.	Not	the	way	to	think.
She	closed	her	eyes	and	heard	Darius	begin	pumping	again.
I’d	have	sensed	it,	she	thought.	Yes,	I	would.	I’d	have	sensed	it	if	anything	had	happened	to	them.	It

says	so	in	all	the	stories,	and	surely	they	can’t	all	be	lying!
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25	The	Camp	in	the	Forest

I	thought	it	said	in	every	tick:
I	am	so	sick,	so	sick,	so	sick;
O	death,	come	quick,	come	quick,	come	quick.
Frances	Cornford,	“The	Watch,”	Collected	Poems
Resa	didn’t	know	how	long	she	had	been	sitting	there,	just	sitting	in	the	dimly	lit,	dark	cave	where	the

strolling	players	slept,	holding	Mo’s	hand.	One	of	the	women	players-brought	her	something	to	eat,	and
now	and	 then	one	of	 the	 children	 crept	 in,	 leaned	 against	 the	 cave	wall,	 and	 listened	 to	what	 she	was
telling	Mo	in	a	quiet	voice	-	about	Meggie	and	Elinor,	Darius,	 the	 library	and	 its	books,	 the	workshop
where	he	cured	books	of	sickness	and	wounds	as	bad	as	his	own…How	strange	the	strolling	players	must
find	her	stories	of	another	world	that	they	had	never	seen.	And	how	very	strange	they	must	think	her,	to
talk	to	someone	who	lay	so	still,	his	eyes	closed	as	if	he	would	never	open	them	again.

Just	 as	 the	 fifth	White	Woman	 appeared	 on	 the	 steps,	 the	 old	 woman	 had	 returned	 to	 Capricorn’s
fortress	with	three	men.	It	had	not	been	so	very	far	for	her	to	go.	Resa	had	seen	guards	standing	among	the
trees	as	they	entered	the	camp.	The	people	these	men	were	guarding	were	the	cripples	and	the	old	folk,
women	with	small	children,	and	obviously	 there	were	also	some	 in	 the	camp	who	were	simply	resting
from	the	stress	and	strain	of	life	on	the	open	road.

When	Resa	asked	where	food	and	clothing	for	all	these	people	came	from,	one	of	the	strolling	players
who	had	come	to	fetch	Mo	replied,	“From	the	Prince.”	And	when	she	asked	what	prince	he	meant,	he	had
put	a	black	stone	into	her	hand	by	way	of	answer.

She	was	known	as	Nettle,	 the	old	woman	who	had	so	suddenly	appeared	at	 the	gate	of	Capricorn’s
fortress.	Everyone	treated	her	with	respect,	but	a	little	fear	was	mingled	with	it,	too.	Resa	had	to	help	her
when	she	cauterized	Mo’s	wound.	She	still	felt	sick	when	she	thought	of	it.	Then	she	had	helped	the	old
woman	to	bind	up	the	wound	again	and	memorized	all	her	directions.	“If	he’s	still	breathing	in	three	days’
time	he	may	live,”	she	had	said	before	leaving	them	alone	again,	in	the	cave	that	offered	protection	from
wild	beasts,	the	sun,	and	the	rain,	but	not	from	fear	or	from	black,	despairing	thoughts.

Three	days.	It	grew	dark	and	then	light	again	outside,	light	and	then	dark	again,	and	every	time	Nettle
came	 back	 and	 bent	 over	 Mo,	 Resa	 sought	 her	 face	 desperately	 for	 some	 sign	 of	 hope.	 But	 the	 old
woman’s	 features	 remained	 expressionless.	The	days	went	 by,	 and	Mo	was	 still	 breathing,	 but	 he	 still
wouldn’t	open”	his	eyes.

The	cave	smelled	of	mushrooms,	the	brownies’	favorite	food.	Very	likely	a	whole	pack	of	them	had
once	lived	here.	Now	the	mushroom	aroma	mingled	with	the	scent	of	dead	leaves.	The	strolling	players
had	strewn	the	cold	floor	of	the	cave	with	them:	dead	leaves	and	fragrant	herbs	-	thyme,	meadowsweet,
woodruff.	Resa	rubbed	the	dry	leaves	between	her	fingers	as	she	sat	there	cooling	Mo’s	forehead,	which
was	not	cold	anymore	but	hot,	terribly	hot…The	scent	of	thyme	reminded	her	of	a	fairy	tale	he	had	read	to
her	long,	long	ago,	before	he	found	out	that	his	voice	could	bring	someone	like	Capricorn	out	of	the	words
on	the	page.	Wild	thyme	should	not	be	brought	indoors,	the	story	had	said,	bad	luck	comes	with	it.	Resa
threw	away	the	hard	stems	and	brushed	the	scent	off	her	fingers	onto	her	dress.

One	of	the	women	brought	her	something	to	eat	again,	and	sat	beside	her	for	a	while	in	silence,	as	if
hoping	that	her	presence	would	bring	a	little	comfort.	Soon	after	that	 three	of	the	men	came	in,	 too,	but
they	stayed	standing	at	the	entrance	of	the	cave,	looking	at	her	and	Mo	from	a	distance.	They	whispered	to



one	another	as	they	glanced	at	the	pair	of	them.
“Are	we	welcome	here?”	Resa	asked	Nettle	on	one	of	her	silent	visits.	“I	think	they’re	talking	about

us.”
“Let	them!”	was	all	the	old	woman	said.	“I	told	them	you	were	attacked	by	footpads,	but	of	course	that

doesn’t	satisfy	them.	A	beautiful	woman,	a	man	with	a	strange	wound,	where	do	they	come	from?	What
happened?	They’re	curious.	And	if	you’re	wise,	you	won’t	let	too	many	of	them	see	that	scar	on	his	arm.”

“Why	not?”	Resa	looked	at	her,	baffled.
The	old	woman	scrutinized	her	as	if	she	wanted	to	see	into	her	heart.	“Well,	if	you	really	don’t	know,

then	that’s	just	as	well,”	she	said	at	last.	“And	let	them	talk.	What	else	are	they	to	do?	Some	come	here	to
wait	for	death,	others	for	life	to	begin	at	last,	others	again	live	only	on	the	stories	they	are	told.	Tightrope-
walkers,	 fire-eaters,	peasants,	princes	 -	 they’re	all	 the	 same,	 flesh	and	blood	and	a	heart	 that	knows	 it
will	stop	beating	one	day.”

Fire-eaters.	Resa’s	heart	leaped	when	Nettle	mentioned	them.	Of	course.	Why	hadn’t	she	thought	of	it
before?

“Please!”	 she	 said,	when	 the	 old	woman	 reached	 the	 entrance	 of	 the	 cave	 again.	 “You	must	 know
many	strolling	players.	Is	there	one	who	calls	himself	Dustfinger?”

Nettle	turned	as	slowly	as	if	she	were	still	deciding	whether	to	answer	this.	“Dustfinger?”	she	finally
replied,	 in	unforthcoming	tones.	“You’ll	scarcely	find	one	of	 the	strolling	players	who	doesn’t	know	of
him,	but	no	one’s	seen	him	for	years.	Although	there	are	rumors	that	he’s	back.	…”

Oh	yes,	he’s	back,	thought	Resa,	and	he	will	help	me	just	as	I	helped	him	in	the	other	world.
“I	must	send	him	a	message!”	She	heard	the	desperation	in	her	own	voice.	“Please!”
Nettle	looked	at	her	without	any	expression	on	her	brown	face.	“Cloud-Dancer	is	here,”	she	said	at

last.	“His	leg	is	aching	again,	but	as	soon	as	it’s	better	he’ll	be	on	his	way.	See	if	he’ll	ask	around	for	you
and	deliver	your	message.”

Then	she	had	gone.
Cloud-Dancer.
Darkness	was	falling	again	outside,	and	with	the	fading	light	men,	women,	and	children	came	into	the

cave	and	lay	down	on	the	dead	leaves	to	sleep	-	away	from	her,	as	if	Mo’s	stillness	might	be	catching.
One	of	the	women	brought	her	a	torch.	It	cast	quivering	shadows	on	the	rocky	walls,	shadows	that	made
faces	 and	 passed	 black	 fingers	 over	Mo’s	 pallid	 face.	 The	 fire	 did	 not	 keep	 the	White	Women	 away,
although	it	was	said	that	they	both	desired	and	feared	it.	They	appeared	in	the	cave	again	and	again,	like
pale	 reflections	with	 faces	made	of	mist.	They	came	closer	 and	disappeared	again,	presumably	driven
away	by	the	sharp	and	bitter	smell	of	the	leaves	that	Nettle	had	scattered	around	the	place	where	Mo	was
lying.	“It	will	keep	them	off,”	the	old	woman	had	said,	“but	you	must	watch	carefully	all	the	same.”

One	of	 the	 children	was	 crying	 in	his	 sleep.	His	mother	 stroked	his	hair	 to	 comfort	him,	 and	Resa
couldn’t	help	thinking	of	Meggie.	Was	she	alone,	or	was	the	boy	still	with	her?	Was	she	happy,	sad,	sick,
in	 good	 health…?	 How	 often	 she	 had	 asked	 herself	 these	 questions,	 as	 if	 she	 hoped	 for	 an	 answer
sometime,	from	somewhere…

A	woman	brought	her	fresh	water.	She	smiled	gratefully	and	asked	the	woman	about	Cloud-Dancer.
“He	prefers	 to	 sleep	 in	 the	open,”	 she	 said,	pointing.	 It	was	 some	 time	 since	Resa	had	 seen	any	more
White	Women,	but	all	 the	 same	she	woke	one	of	 the	women	who	had	offered	 to	 relieve	her	during	 the
night.	Then	she	climbed	over	the	sleeping	figures	and	went	out.

The	moon	was	shining	through	the	dense	canopy	of	leaves,	brighter	than	any	torch.	A	few	men	were
sitting	around	a	fire.	Unsure	of	herself,	Resa	went	toward	them,	in	the	dress	that	wasn’t	right	for	this	place
at	all.	It	ended	too	far	above	her	ankles	even	for	one	of	the	strolling	players,	and	it	was	torn,	too.

The	men	stared	at	her,	both	suspicious	and	curious.
“Is	one	of	you	Cloud-Dancer?”



A	thin	little	man,	toothless	and	probably	not	nearly	as	old	as	he	looked,	nudged	the	man	sitting	next	to
him	in	the	ribs.

“Why	do	you	ask?”	This	man’s	face	was	friendly,	but	his	eyes	were	wary.
“Nettle	says	he	might	carry	a	message	for	me.”
“A	message?	Who	to?”	He	stretched	his	left	leg,	rubbing	the	knee	as	if	it	hurt	him.
“To	a	fire-eater.	Dustfinger	is	his	name.	His	face…”
Cloud-Dancer	drew	one	finger	over	his	cheek.	“Three	scars.	I	know.	What	do	you	want	with	him?”
“I	want	you	to	take	him	this.”	Resa	kneeled	down	by	the	fire	and	put	her	hand	into	the	pocket	of	her

dress.	She	always	had	paper	and	a	pencil	with	her;	they	had	done	duty	as	her	tongue	for	years.	Now	her
voice	 was	 back,	 but	 a	 wooden	 tongue	 was	 more	 useful	 for	 sending	 Dustfinger	 a	 message.	 Fingers
trembling,	she	began	to	write,	taking	no	notice	of	the	suspicious	eyes	following	her	hand	as	if	she	were
doing	something	forbidden.

“She	can	write,”	remarked	the	toothless	man.	There	was	no	mistaking	the	disapproval	in	his	tone.	It
was	a	 long,	 long	 time	ago	 that	Resa	had	 sat	 in	 the	marketplaces	of	 towns	on	 the	 far	 side	of	 the	 forest,
dressed	in	men’s	clothes	and	with	her	hair	cut	short,	because	writing	was	the	only	way	she	knew	to	earn
her	living	-	and	writing	was	a	craft	forbidden	to	women	in	this	world.	Slavery	was	the	punishment	for	it,
and	it	had	made	her	Mortola’s	slave.	For	it	was	Mortola	who	had	discovered	Resa’s	disguise,	and	as	a
reward	she	was	allowed	to	take	her	away	to	Capricorn’s	fortress.

“Dustfinger	won’t	be	able	to	read	that,”	pointed	out	Cloud-Dancer	equably.
“Yes,	he	will.	I	taught	him	how.”
They	looked	at	her	incredulously.	Letters.	Mysterious	things,	rich	men’s	tools,	not	meant	for	strolling

players	and	certainly	not	for	women…
Only	 Cloud-Dancer	 smiled.	 “Well,	 imagine	 that.	 Dustfinger	 can	 read,”	 he	 said	 softly.	 “Fine,	 but	 I

can’t.	You’d	better	tell	me	what	you’ve	written,	so	that	I	can	tell	him	the	words	even	if	your	note	gets	lost.
Which	can	easily	happen	with	written	words,	much	more	easily	than	with	words	in	your	head.”

Resa	looked	Cloud-Dancer	straight	in	the	face.	You	trust	people	far	too	easily…How	often	Dustfinger
had	told	her	that,	but	what	choice	did	she	have	now?	In	a	low	voice,	she	repeated	what	she	had	written.
“Dear	Dustfinger,	I	am	in	the	strolling	players’	camp	with	Mo,	deep	in	the	Wayless	Wood.	Mortola	and
Basta	brought	us	here,	and	Mortola”	-	her	voice	failed	as	she	said	it	-	“Mortola	shot	Mo.	Meggie	is	here,
too,	I	don’t	know	exactly	where,	but	please	look	for	her	and	bring	her	to	me!	Protect	her	as	you	tried	to
protect	me.	But	beware	of	Basta.	Resa.”

“Mortola?	Wasn’t	that	what	they	called	the	old	woman	who	lived	with	the	fire-raisers?”	The	man	who
asked	this	question	had	no	right	hand.	A	thief-	you	lost	your	left	hand	for	stealing	a	loaf,	your	right	hand
for	a	piece	of	meat.

“Yes,	 they	say	she’s	poisoned	more	men	 than	 the	Adderhead	has	hairs	on	his	head!”	Cloud-Dancer
pushed	a	log	of	wood	back	into	the	fire.	“And	it	was	Basta	who	slashed	Dustfinger’s	face	all	 that	 time
ago.	He	won’t	like	to	hear	those	two	names.”

“But	Basta’s	dead!”	remarked	the	toothless	minstrel.	“And	they’ve	been	saying	the	same	about	the	old
woman,	too!”

“That’s	what	 they	tell	 the	children,”	said	a	man	with	his	back	to	Resa,	“so	they’ll	sleep	better.	The
likes	of	Mortola	don’t	die.	They	only	bring	death	to	others.”

They’re	not	going	to	help	me,	thought	Resa.	Not	now	that	they’ve	heard	those	two	names.	The	only	one
looking	at	her	 in	anything	like	a	friendly	way	was	a	man	wearing	the	black	and	red	of	a	fire-eater.	But
Cloud-Dancer	was	still	inspecting	her	as	if	he	wasn’t	sure	what	to	make	of	her	-	her	and	her	mysterious
message.

Finally,	however,	and	without	a	word,	he	took	the	note	from	her	fingers	and	put	it	in	the	bag	he	wore
at	his	belt.	“Very	well,	I’ll	take	Dustfinger	your	message,”	he	said.	“I	know	where	he	is.”



He	was	going	to	help	her	after	all.	Resa	could	hardly	believe	it.
“Oh,	thank	you.”	Swaying	with	exhaustion,	she	straightened	up	again.	“When	do	you	think	he’ll	get	the

message?”
Cloud-Dancer	patted	his	knee.	“My	leg	must	get	better	first.”
“Of	course.”	Resa	bit	back	the	words	she	wanted	to	shout,	begging	him	to	hurry.	She	mustn’t	press	him

too	hard,	 or	he	might	 change	his	mind,	 and	 then	who	would	 find	Dustfinger	 for	her?	A	piece	of	wood
broke	apart	in	the	flames,	spitting	out	glowing	sparks	at	her	feet.	“I	have	no	money	to	pay	you,”	she	said,
“but	perhaps	you’ll	accept	 this.”	And	she	 took	her	wedding	ring	off	her	finger	and	offered	 it	 to	Cloud-
Dancer.	The	toothless	man	looked	at	the	gold	ring	as	avidly	as	if	he	would	like	to	put	his	own	hand	out	for
it,	but	Cloud-Dancer	shook	his	head.

“No,	 forget	 it,”	he	 said.	 “Your	husband	 is	 sick.	 It’s	bad	 luck	 to	give	away	your	wedding	 ring,	 I’ve
heard.”

Bad	luck.	Resa	was	quick	to	put	the	ring	back	on	her	finger.	“Yes,”	she	murmured.	“Yes,	you’re	right.
Thank	you.	Thank	you	with	all	my	heart!”

She	turned	to	go.
“Hey,	you!”	The	minstrel	whose	back	had	been	 turned	 to	her	was	 looking	at	 her.	He	had	only	 two

fingers	on	his	right	hand.	“Your	husband	-	he	has	dark	hair.	Dark	as	the	fur	of	a	mole.	And	he’s	tall.	Very
tall.”

Bewildered,	Resa	looked	at	him.	“So?”
“And	then	there’s	the	scar.	Just	where	the	songs	say.	I’ve	seen	it.	Everyone	knows	how	he	got	it:	The

Adderhead’s	dogs	bit	him	there	when	he	was	poaching	near	the	Castle	of	Night,	and	he	took	a	stag,	one	of
the	White	Stags	that	only	the	Adderhead	himself	may	kill.”

What	on	earth	was	he	talking	about?	Resa	remembered	what	Nettle	had	said:	And	if	you’re	wise,	you
won’t	let	too	many	of	them	see	that	scar	on	his	arm.

The	toothless	man	laughed.	“Listen	to	Twofingers,	will	you!	He	thinks	it’s	the	Bluejay	lying	there	in
the	cave.	Since	when	did	you	believe	in	old	wives’	tales?	Was	he	wearing	his	feathered	mask?”

“How	should	I	know?”	snapped	Twofingers.	“Did	I	bring	him	here?	But	I	tell	you,	that’s	him!”
Resa	 sensed	 that	 the	 fire-eater	 was	 examining	 her	 thoughtfully.	 “I	 don’t	 know	what	 you’re	 talking

about,”	she	said.	“I	don’t	know	any	Bluejay.”
“You	 don’t?”	Twofingers	 picked	 up	 the	 lute	 lying	 on	 the	 grass	 beside	 him.	Resa	 had	 never	 before

heard	the	song	that	he	now	sang	in	a	soft	voice:
Bright	hope	arises	from	the	dark
And	makes	the	mighty	tremble.
Princes	can’t	fail	to	see	his	mark,
Nor	can	they	now	dissemble.
With	hair	like	moleskin	smooth	and	black,
And	mask	of	blue	jay	feathers,
He	vows	wrongdoers	to	attack,
Strikes	princes	in	all	weathers.
He	hunts	their	game
He	robs	their	gold	-
And	him	they	would	have	slain.
But	he’s	away,	he	will	not	stay,
They	seek	the	Jay	in	vain.
How	they	were	all	looking	at	her!	Resa	took	a	step	backward.
“I	must	 go	 to	my	 husband,”	 she	 said.	 “That	 song	…	 it	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 him.	Believe	me,	 it

doesn’t.”



She	felt	 their	eyes	on	her	back	as	she	returned	to	the	cave.	Forget	them,	she	told	herself.	Dustfinger
will	get	your	message,	that’s	all	that	matters,	and	he’ll	find	Meggie	and	bring	her	here.

The	woman	who	had	taken	her	place	rose	without	a	word	and	lay	down	with	the	others	again.	Resa
was	 so	exhausted	 that	 she	 swayed	as	 she	kneeled	on	 the	dead	 leaves	covering	 the	 floor.	And	 the	 tears
came	 once	 more.	 She	 wiped	 them	 away	 with	 her	 sleeve,	 hid	 her	 face	 in	 the	 fabric	 of	 her	 dress	 that
smelled	so	familiar…of	Elinor’s	house,	of	 the	old	sofa	where	she	used	to	sit	with	Meggie	-	 telling	her
about	 this	 world.	 She	 began	 to	 sob,	 so	 loudly	 that	 she	 was	 afraid	 she	 might	 have	 woken	 one	 of	 the
sleeping	company.	Alarmed,	she	pressed	her	hand	to	her	mouth.

“Resa?”	It	was	hardly	more	than	a	whisper.
She	raised	her	head.	Mo	was	looking	at	her.	Looking	at	her.
“I	heard	your	voice,”	he	whispered.
She	 didn’t	 know	whether	 to	 laugh	 or	 weep	 first.	 She	 leaned	 over	 him	 and	 covered	 his	 face	 with

kisses.	And	then	she	both	laughed	and	wept.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
26	Fenoglio’s	Plan

All	I	need	is	a	sheet	of	paper
and	something	to	write	with,	and	then
I	can	turn	the	world	upside	down.
Friedrich	Nietzsche,	Die	Weisse	und	die	Schwarze	Kunst
Two	days	 had	 passed	 since	 the	 festivities	 at	 the	 castle,	 two	 days	 that	 Fenoglio	 had	 spent	 showing

Meggie	 every	 nook	 and	 cranny	 of	 Ombra.	 “But	 today,”	 he	 said,	 before	 they	 set	 off	 again	 after	 eating
breakfast	with	Minerva,	“today	I’ll	show	you	the	river.	It’s	a	steep	climb	down,	not	very	easy	for	my	old
bones,	but	there’s	nowhere	better	to	talk	in	peace.	And	what’s	more,	if	we’re	in	luck	you	may	see	some
water-nymphs	down	there.”	Meggie	would	have	loved	to	see	a	water-nymph.	She	had	come	upon	only	one
so	far,	in	a	rather	muddy	pond	in	the	Wayless	Wood,	and	as	soon	as	Meggie’s	reflection	had	fallen	on	the
water	the	nymph	had	darted	away.	But	what	exactly	did	Fenoglio	want	to	talk	about	in	peace?	It	wasn’t
hard	to	guess.

What	was	he	going	to	ask	her	to	read	here	this	time?	Or,	rather,	who	was	he	going	to	ask	her	to	read
here	-	and	where	from?	From	another	story	written	by	Fenoglio	himself?

The	 path	 down	which	 he	 led	 her	wound	 its	way	 along	 steeply	 sloping	 fields	where	 farmers	were
working,	 bent	 double	 in	 the	morning	 sun.	How	hard	 it	must	 be	 growing	 enough	 to	 eat	 to	 allow	you	 to
survive	the	winter.	And	then	there	were	all	the	creatures	who	secretly	attacked	your	few	provisions:	mice,
mealworms,	maggots,	 wood	 lice.	 Life	was	much	more	 difficult	 in	 Fenoglio’s	 world,	 yet	 it	 seemed	 to
Meggie	that	with	every	new	day	his	story	was	spinning	a	magic	spell	around	her	heart,	sticky	as	spiders’
webs,	and	enchantingly	beautiful,	too…

Everything	around	her	seemed	so	real	by	now.	Her	homesickness	had	almost	disappeared.
“Come	on!”	Fenoglio’s	voice	startled	her	out	of	her	thoughts.	The	river	lay	before	them,	shining	in	the

sun,	with	faded	flowers	drifting	on	the	water	by	its	banks.	Fenoglio	took	her	hand	and	led	her	down	the
bank,	 to	a	place	where	 large	 rocks	 stood.	Meggie	hopefully	 leaned	over	 the	 slowly	 flowing	water,	but
there	were	no	river-nymphs	in	sight.

“Well,	they’re	timid.	Too	many	people	around!”	Fenoglio	looked	disapprovingly	at	the	women	doing
their	washing	nearby.	He	waved	to	Meggie	to	walk	on	until	the	voices	died	away	and	only	the	rippling	of
the	water	could	be	heard.	Behind	them	the	roofs	and	towers	of	Ombra	rose	against	the	pale	blue	sky.	The
houses	were	crowded	close	inside	the	walls,	like	birds	in	a	nest	too	small	for	them,	and	the	black	banners
of	the	castle	fluttered	above	them	as	if	to	inscribe	the	Laughing	Prince’s	grief	on	the	sky	itself.

Meggie	clambered	up	onto	a	flat	rock	over	the	water’s	edge.	The	river	was	not	broad	but	seemed	to
be	deep,	and	its	water	was	darker	than	the	shadows	on	the	opposite	bank.

“Can	you	see	one?”	Fenoglio	almost	slipped	off	the	wet	rock	as	he	joined	her.	Meggie	shook	her	head.
“What’s	 the	 matter?”	 Fenoglio	 knew	 her	 well	 after	 the	 days	 and	 nights	 they	 had	 spent	 together	 in
Capricorn’s	house.	“Not	homesick	again,	are	you?”

“No,	no.”	Meggie	kneeled	down	and	 ran	her	 fingers	 through	 the	 cold	water.	 “I	 just	 had	 that	 dream
again.”

The	previous	day,	Fenoglio	had	shown	her	Bakers’	Alley,	the	houses	where	the	rich	spice	and	cloth
dealers	 lived,	 and	 every	 gargoyle,	 every	 carved	 flower,	 every	 richly	 adorned	 frieze	 with	 which	 the
skillful	 stonemasons	of	Ombra	had	ornamented	 the	buildings	of	 the	city.	 Judging	by	 the	pride	Fenoglio



displayed	as	he	led	Meggie	past	every	corner	of	Ombra,	however	remote,	he	seemed	to	consider	it	all	his
own	work.	“Well,	perhaps	not	every	corner,”	he	admitted,	as	she	once	 tried	getting	him	to	go	down	an
alley	she	hadn’t	seen	yet.	“Of	course	Ombra	has	its	ugly	sides,	too,	but	there’s	no	need	for	you	to	bother
your	pretty	head	about	them.”

It	had	been	dark	by	the	time	they	were	back	in	his	room	under	Minerva’s	roof,	and	Fenoglio	quarreled
with	Rosenquartz	because	the	glass	man	had	spattered	the	fairies	with	ink.	Even	though	their	voices	rose
louder	and	louder,	Meggie	nodded	off	on	the	straw	mattress	that	Minerva	had	sent	up	the	steep	staircase
for	her	and	that	now	lay	under	the	window	-	and	suddenly	there	was	all	that	red,	a	dull	red,	shining,	wet
red,	and	her	heart	had	started	beating	faster	and	faster,	ever	faster,	until	its	violent	thudding	woke	her	with
a	start…

“There,	look!”	Fenoglio	took	her	arm.
Rainbow	scales	shimmered	under	the	watery	surface	of	the	river.	At	first	Meggie	almost	took	them	for

leaves,	but	then	she	saw	the	eyes	looking	at	her,	like	human	eyes	yet	very	different,	for	they	had	no	whites.
The	nymph’s	arms	looked	delicate	and	fragile,	almost	transparent.	Another	glance,	and	then	the	scaly	tail
flicked	in	the	water,	and	there	was	nothing	left	to	be	seen	but	a	shoal	of	fish	gliding	by,	silvery	as	a	snail
track,	and	a	flock	of	fire-elves	like	the	elves	she	and	Farid	had	seen	in	the	forest.	Farid.	He	had	made	a
fiery	flower	blossom	at	her	feet,	a	flower	just	for	her.	Dustfinger	had	certainly	taught	him	many	wonderful
things.

“I	think	it’s	always	the	same	dream,	but	I	can’t	remember.	I	just	remember	the	fear	-	as	if	something
terrible	had	happened!”	She	turned	to	Fenoglio.	“Do	you	think	it	really	has?”

“Nonsense!”	 Fenoglio	 brushed	 aside	 the	 thought	 like	 a	 troublesome	 insect.	 “We	 must	 blame
Rosenquartz	for	your	bad	dream.	I	expect	the	fairies	sat	on	your	forehead	in	the	night	because	he	annoyed
them!	 They’re	 vengeful	 little	 things,	 and	 I’m	 afraid	 it	 makes	 no	 difference	 to	 them	 who	 they	 avenge
themselves	on.”

“I	see.”	Meggie	dipped	her	fingers	in	the	water	again.	It	was	so	cold	that	she	shivered.	She	heard	the
washerwomen	 laugh,	 and	 a	 fire-elf	 settled	on	her	wrist.	 Insect	 eyes	 stared	 at	 her	 out	 of	 a	 human	 face.
Meggie	quickly	shooed	away	the	tiny	creature.

“Very	sensible,”	Fenoglio	said.	“You	want	to	be	careful	of	fire-elves.	They’ll	burn	your	skin.”
“I	know.	Resa	told	me	about	 them.”	Meggie	watched	the	elf	go.	There	was	a	sore,	red	mark	on	her

arm	where	it	had	settled.
“My	own	invention,”	explained	Fenoglio	proudly.	“They	produce	honey	that	lets	you	talk	to	fire.	Very

much	sought	after	by	fire-eaters,	but	the	elves	attack	anyone	who	comes	too	close	to	their	nests,	and	few
know	how	to	set	about	stealing	the	honey	without	getting	badly	burned.	In	fact,	now	that	I	come	to	think	of
it,	probably	no	one	but	Dustfinger	knows.”

Meggie	just	nodded.	She	had	hardly	been	listening.	“What	did	you	want	to	talk	to	me	about?	You	want
me	to	read	something,	don’t	you?”

A	 few	 faded	 red	 flowers	 drifted	 past	 on	 the	water,	 red	 as	 dried	 blood,	 and	Meggie’s	 heart	 began
beating	so	hard	again	that	she	put	her	hand	to	her	breast.	What	was	the	matter	with	her?

Fenoglio	 undid	 the	 bag	 at	 his	 belt	 and	 tipped	 a	 domed	 red	 stone	 out	 into	 his	 hand.	 “Isn’t	 it
magnificent?”	he	asked.	“I	went	to	get	it	this	morning	while	you	were	still	asleep.	It’s	a	beryl,	a	reading
stone.	You	can	use	it	like	spectacles.”

“I	know.	What	about	it?”	Meggie	stroked	the	smooth	stone	with	her	fingertips.	Mo	had	several	like	it,
lying	on	the	windowsill	of	his	workshop.

“What	about	it?	Don’t	be	so	impatient!	Violante	is	almost	as	blind	as	a	bat,	and	her	delightful	son	has
hidden	her	old	reading	stone.	So	I	bought	her	another,	even	though	it	was	a	ruinous	price.	I	hope	she’ll	be
so	grateful	 that	 in	 return	she’ll	 tell	us	a	 few	 things	about	her	 late	husband!	Yes,	yes,	 I	know	I	made	up
Cosimo	myself,	 but	 it	 was	 long	 ago	 that	 I	wrote	 about	 him.	 To	 be	 honest,	 I	 don’t	 remember	 that	 part



particularly	well,	and	what’s	more…who	knows	how	he	may	have	changed,	once	this	story	took	it	into	its
head	to	go	on	telling	itself?”

A	horrible	 foreboding	 came	 into	Meggie’s	mind.	No,	 he	 couldn’t	 be	 planning	 to	 do	 that.	Not	 even
Fenoglio	would	think	up	such	an	idea.	Or	would	he?

“Listen,	Meggie!”	He	 lowered	his	voice,	as	 if	 the	women	doing	 their	washing	upstream	could	hear
him.	“The	two	of	us	are	going	to	bring	Cosimo	back!”

Meggie	 sat	 up	 straight,	 so	 abruptly	 that	 she	 almost	 slipped	 and	 fell	 into	 the	 river.	 “You’re	 crazy.
Totally	crazy!	Gosimo’s	dead!”

“Can	 anyone	 prove	 it?”	She	 didn’t	 like	Fenoglio’s	 smile	 one	 little	 bit.	 “I	 told	 you	 -	 his	 body	was
burned	 beyond	 recognition.	 Even	 his	 father	 wasn’t	 sure	 it	 was	 really	 Cosimo!	 He	 waited	 six	 months
before	he	would	have	the	dead	man	buried	in	the	coffin	intended	for	his	son.”

“But	it	was	Cosimo,	wasn’t	it?”
“Who’s	going	to	say	so?	It	was	a	terrible	massacre.	They	say	the	fire-raisers	had	been	storing	some

kind	of	 alchemical	powder	 in	 their	 fortress,	 and	Firefox	 set	 it	 alight	 to	help	him	get	 away.	The	 flames
enveloped	Cosimo	and	most	of	his	men,	and	later	no	one	could	identify	the	dead	bodies	found	among	the
ruins.”

Meggie	 shuddered.	 Fenoglio,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 seemed	 greatly	 pleased	 by	 this	 idea.	 She	 couldn’t
believe	how	satisfied	he	looked.

“But	it	was	him,	you	know	it	was!”	Meggie’s	voice	sank	to	a	whisper.	“Fenoglio,	we	can’t	bring	back
the	dead!”

“I	know,	 I	 know,	probably	not.”	There	was	deep	 regret	 in	his	voice.	 “Although	didn’t	 some	of	 the
dead	come	back	to	life	when	you	summoned	the	Shadow?”

“No!	They	all	fell	to	dust	and	ashes	again	only	a	few	days	later.	Elinor	cried	her	eyes	out	-	she	went	to
Capricorn’s	village,	even	though	Mo	tried	to	persuade	her	not	to,	and	there	wasn’t	anyone	there,	either.
They’d	all	gone.	Forever.”

“Hmm.”	Fenoglio	stared	at	his	hands.	They	looked	like	the	hands	of	a	farmer	or	a	craftsman,	not	hands
that	wielded	 only	 a	 pen.	 “So	we	 can’t.	Very	well!”	 he	murmured.	 “Perhaps	 it’s	 all	 for	 the	 best.	How
would	 a	 story	 ever	work	 if	 anyone	 could	 just	 come	back	 from	 the	 dead	 at	 any	 time?	 It	would	 lead	 to
hopeless	 confusion;	 it	would	wreck	 the	 suspense!	No,	 you’re	 right:	The	 dead	 stay	 dead.	 So	we	won’t
bring	Cosimo	back,	just	-	well,	someone	who	looks	like	him!”

“Looks	like	him?	You	are	crazy!”	whispered	Meggie.	“You’re	a	total	lunatic!”
But	 her	 opinion	 did	 not	 impress	 Fenoglio	 in	 the	 slightest.	 “So	 what?	 All	 writers	 are	 lunatics!	 I

promise	you,	I’ll	choose	my	words	very	carefully,	so	carefully	that	our	brand-new	Cosimo	will	be	firmly
convinced	he	is	the	old	one.	Do	you	see,	Meggie?	Even	if	he’s	only	a	double,	he	mustn’t	know	it.	On	no
account	is	he	to	know	it!	What	do	you	think?”

Meggie	just	shook	her	head.	She	hadn’t	come	here	to	change	this	world.	She’d	only	wanted	to	see	it!
“Meggie!”	Fenoglio	placed	his	hand	on	her	shoulder.	“You	saw	the	Laughing	Prince!	He	could	die	any

day,	and	then	what?	It’s	not	just	strolling	players	that	the	Adderhead	strings	up!	He	has	his	peasants’	eyes
put	out	if	they	catch	a	rabbit	in	the	forest.	He	forces	children	to	work	in	his	silver	mines	until	they’re	blind
and	crippled,	and	he’s	made	Firefox,	who	is	a	murderer	and	arsonist,	his	own	herald!”

“Oh	yes?	And	who	made	him	that	way?	You	did!”	Meggie	angrily	pushed	away	his	hand.	“You	always
did	like	your	villains	best.”

“Well,	yes,	maybe.”	Fenoglio	shrugged,	as	 if	he	were	powerless	 to	do	anything	about	 it.	“But	what
was	 I	 to	 do?	Who	wants	 to	 read	 a	 story	 about	 two	 benevolent	 princes	 ruling	 a	merry	 band	 of	 happy,
contented	subjects?	What	kind	of	a	story	would	that	be?”

Meggie	leaned	over	the	water	and	fished	out	one	of	the	red	flowers.	“You	like	making	them	up!”	she
said	quietly.	“All	these	monsters.”



Even	Fenoglio	 had	 no	 reply	 to	 that.	 So	 they	 sat	 in	 silence	while	 the	women	upstream	 spread	 their
washing	on	the	rocks	to	dry.	It	was	still	warm	in	the	sun,	in	spite	of	the	faded	flowers	that	the	river	kept
bringing	in	to	the	bank.

Fenoglio	broke	 the	silence	at	 last.	“Please,	Meggie!”	he	said.	“Just	 this	once.	 If	you	help	me	to	get
back	in	control	of	this	story	I’ll	write	you	the	most	wonderful	words	to	take	you	home	again	-	whenever
you	like!	Or	if	you	change	your	mind	because	you	like	my	world	better,	then	I’ll	bring	your	father	here	for
you,	and	your	mother…and	even	 that	bookworm	woman,	 though	from	all	you	 tell	me	she	sounds	 like	a
frightful	person!”

That	made	Meggie	laugh.	Yes,	Elinor	would	like	it	here,	she	thought,	and	she	was	sure	Resa	would
like	to	see	the	place	again.	But	not	Mo.	No,	never.

She	suddenly	stood	up	and	smoothed	down	her	dress.	Looking	up	at	the	castle,	she	imagined	what	it
would	 be	 like	 if	 the	 Adderhead	 with	 his	 salamander	 gaze	 ruled	 up	 there.	 She	 hadn’t	 even	 liked	 the
Laughing	Prince	much.

“Meggie,	believe	me,”	said	Fenoglio,	“you’d	be	doing	something	truly	good.	You’d	be	giving	a	son
back	 to	 his	 father,	 a	 husband	 back	 to	 his	 wife,	 a	 father	 back	 to	 his	 child	 -	 yes,	 I	 know	 he’s	 not	 a
particularly	nice	child,	but	all	 the	same!	And	you’d	be	helping	to	 thwart	 the	Adderhead’s	plans.	Surely
that’s	an	honorable	thing	to	do?	Please,	Meggie!”	He	looked	at	her	almost	imploringly.	“Help	me.	It’s	my
story,	after	all!	Believe	me,	I	know	what’s	best	for	it!	Lend	me	your	voice	just	once	more!”

Lend	me	your	voice…Meggie	was	still	looking	up	at	the	castle,	but	she	no	longer	saw	the	towers	and
the	black	banners.	She	was	seeing	the	Shadow,	and	Capricorn	lying	dead	in	the	dust.

“All	right,	I’ll	think	about	it,”	she	said.	“But	now	Farid	is	waiting	for	me.”
Fenoglio	 looked	 at	 her	 with	 as	 much	 surprise	 as	 if	 she	 had	 suddenly	 sprouted	 wings.	 “Oh,	 is	 he

indeed?”	There	was	no	mistaking	 the	disapproval	 in	his	voice.	“But	 I	was	going	 to	go	up	 to	 the	castle
with	you	to	take	Her	Ugliness	the	beryl.	I	wanted	you	to	hear	what	she	has	to	say	about	Cosimo…”

“I	promised	him!”	They	had	agreed	to	meet	outside	the	city	gates	so	that	Farid	wouldn’t	have	to	pass
the	guards.

“You	promised?	Well,	never	mind.	You	wouldn’t	be	the	first	girl	to	keep	a	suitor	waiting.”
“He	is	not	my	suitor!”
“Glad	to	hear	it!	Since	your	father	isn’t	here,	it’s	up	to	me	to	keep	an	eye	on	you,	after	all.”	Fenoglio

looked	at	her	gloomily.	“You	really	have	grown!	The	girls	here	marry	at	your	age.	Oh,	don’t	look	at	me
like	that!	Minerva’s	second	daughter	has	been	married	for	five	months,	and	she	was	just	fourteen.	How
old	is	that	boy?	Fifteen?	Sixteen?”

Meggie	did	not	reply,	but	simply	turned	her	back	on	him.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
27	VIOLANTE

There	is	no	frigate	like	a	book
To	take	us	lands	away,
Nor	any	courser	like	a	page
Of	prancing	poetry.
This	traverse	may	the	poorest	take
Without	oppress	of	toll;
How	frugal	is	the	chariot
That	bears	a	human	soul!
Emily	Dickinson,	The	Poems	of	Emily	Dickinson
Fenoglio	simply	persuaded	Farid	to	go	up	to	the	castle	with	them.	“This	will	work	out	very	well,”	he

whispered	to	Meggie.	“He	can	entertain	the	prince’s	spoiled	brat	of	a	grandson	and	give	us	a	chance	to
get	Violante	to	talk	in	peace.”

The	Outer	Courtyard	lay	as	if	deserted	that	morning.	Only	a	few	dry	twigs	and	squashed	cakes	showed
that	 there	 had	 been	 festivities	 here.	Grooms,	 blacksmiths,	 stable	 lads	were	 all	 going	 about	 their	work
again,	 but	 an	oppressive	 silence	 seemed	 to	weigh	down	on	everyone	within	 the	walls.	On	 recognizing
Fenoglio,	the	guards	of	the	Inner	Castle	let	them	pass	without	a	word,	and	a	group	of	men	in	gray	robes,
grave-faced,	came	toward	them	beneath	the	trees	of	the	Inner	Courtyard.	“Physicians!”	muttered	Fenoglio,
uneasily	watching	them	go.	“More	than	enough	of	them	to	cure	a	dozen	men	to	death.	This	bodes	no	good.”

The	servant	whom	Fenoglio	buttonholed	outside	the	throne	room	looked	pale	and	tired.	The	Prince	of
Sighs,	he	told	Fenoglio	in	a	whisper,	had	taken	to	his	bed	during	his	grandson’s	celebrations	and	hadn’t
left	 it	 since.	 He	 would	 not	 eat	 or	 drink,	 and	 he	 had	 sent	 a	 messenger	 to	 the	 stonemason	 carving	 his
sarcophagus	telling	him	to	hurry	up	with	it.

But	they	were	allowed	in	to	visit	Violante.	The	prince	would	see	neither	his	daughter-in-law	nor	his
grandson.	He	had	sent	away	even	the	physicians.	He	would	have	no	one	near	him	but	his	furry-faced	page,
Tullio.

“She’s	where	she	ought	not	to	be,	again!”	The	servant	was	whispering,	as	if	he	could	be	heard	by	the
sick	prince	in	his	apartments	as	he	led	them	through	the	castle.	A	carved	likeness	of	Cosimo	looked	down
on	them	in	every	corridor.	Now	that	Meggie	knew	about	Fenoglio’s	plans,	the	stony	eyes	made	her	even
more	uncomfortable.	 “They	 all	 have	 the	 same	 face!”	Farid	whispered	 to	 her,	 but	 before	Meggie	 could
explain	why,	the	servant	was	beckoning	them	silently	up	a	spiral	staircase.

“Does	 Balbulus	 still	 ask	 such	 a	 high	 price	 for	 letting	 Violante	 into	 the	 library?”	 asked	 Fenoglio
quietly	as	their	guide	stopped	at	his	door,	which	was	adorned	with	brass	letters.

“Poor	thing,	she’s	given	him	almost	all	her	jewelry,”	the	servant	whispered	back.	“But	there	you	are,
he	used	to	live	in	the	Castle	of	Night,	didn’t	he?	Everyone	knows	that	those	who	live	on	the	other	side	of
the	forest	are	greedy	folk.	With	the	exception	of	my	mistress.”

“Come	 in!”	called	a	bad-tempered	voice	when	 the	servant	knocked.	The	 room	 they	entered	was	so
bright	 that	 it	made	Meggie	 blink	 after	walking	 through	 all	 those	 dark	 passages	 and	 up	 the	 dark	 stairs.
Daylight	fell	through	high	windows	onto	several	intricately	carved	desks.	The	man	standing	at	the	largest
of	them	was	neither	young	nor	old,	and	he	had	black	hair	and	brown	eyes	that	looked	at	them	without	any
cordiality	as	he	turned	to	them.



“Ah,	 the	 Inkweaver!”	he	 said,	 reluctantly	putting	down	 the	hare’s	 foot	 he	held	 in	his	 hand.	Meggie
knew	 what	 it	 was	 for;	Mo	 had	 told	 her	 often	 enough.	 Rubbing	 parchment	 with	 a	 hare’s	 foot	 made	 it
smooth.	And	there	were	the	colors	whose	names	Mo	had	repeated	over	and	over	to	her.	Tell	me	again!
How	 often	 she	 had	 plagued	Mo	with	 that	 demand!	 She	 never	 tired	 of	 the	 sound	 of	 them:	 lapis	 lazuli,
orpiment,	violet,	malachite	green.	What	makes	 them	still	 shine	 like	 that,	Mo?	 she	had	asked.	After	 all,
they’re	 so	old!	What	are	 they	made	of?	And	Mo	had	 told	her	 -	 told	her	how	you	made	 them,	all	 those
wonderful	colors	that	shone	even	after	hundreds	of	years	as	if	they	had	been	stolen	from	the	rainbow,	now
protected	from	air	and	light	between	the	pages	of	books.	To	make	malachite	green	you	pounded	wild	iris
flowers	 and	mixed	 them	with	 yellow	 lead	 oxide;	 the	 red	was	made	 from	murex	 shells	 and	 cochineal
insects…They	had	so	often	stood	together	looking	at	the	pictures	in	one	of	the	valuable	manuscripts	that
Mo	 was	 to	 free	 from	 the	 grime	 of	 many	 years.	 Look	 at	 those	 delicate	 tendrils,	 he	 had	 said,	 can	 you
imagine	 how	 fine	 the	 pens	 and	 brushes	must	 be	 to	 paint	 something	 like	 that,	Meggie?	He	was	 always
complaining	that	no	one	could	make	such	implements	anymore.	And	now	she	saw	them	with	her	own	eyes,
tiny	pens	 as	 fine	 as	hairs	 and	brushes,	whole	 sets	of	 them	standing	 in	 a	glazed	 jug:	brushes	 that	 could
conjure	up	flowers	and	faces	no	bigger	than	a	pinhead	on	parchment	or	paper.	You	moistened	them	with	a
little	gum	arabic	to	make	the	paint	cling	better.	Her	fingers	itched	to	pick	a	brush	out	of	the	set	and	take	it
away	with	her	for	Mo…He	ought	to	have	come	just	for	this,	she	thought,	to	stand	here	in	this	room.

An	illuminator’s	workshop…Fenoglio’s	world	seemed	twice,	three	times	as	wonderful.	Elinor	would
have	 given	 one	 of	 her	 little	 fingers	 to	 be	 standing	 here	 now,	 thought	Meggie.	 She	was	 about	 to	move
toward	 one	 of	 the	 desks	 to	 take	 a	 closer	 look	 at	 it	 all,	 the	 brushes,	 the	 pigments,	 the	 parchment,	 but
Fenoglio	held	her	back.

“Balbulus!”	He	sketched	a	bow.	“And	how	is	the	master	today?”	There	was	no	mistaking	the	mockery
in	his	voice.

“The	Inkweaver	wants	to	see	the	Lady	Violante,”	said	the	servant	in	a	low	voice.
Balbulus	pointed	 to	 a	 door	behind	him.	 “Well,	 you	know	where	 the	 library	 is.	Or	perhaps	we	had

better	rename	it	the	Chamber	of	Forgotten	Treasures.”	He	lisped	slightly,	his	tongue	touching	his	teeth	as
if	it	didn’t	have	enough	room	in	his	mouth.	“Violante	is	just	looking	at	my	latest	work,	or	what	she	can	see
of	it.	I	finished	copying	out	the	stories	for	her	son	last	night.	I’d	rather	have	used	the	parchment	for	other
texts,	I	must	admit,	but	Violante	insisted.”

“Well,	I’m	sorry	you	had	to	waste	your	art	on	such	frivolities,”	replied	Fenoglio,	without	so	much	as
glancing	at	the	work	Balbulus	had	before	him	at	the	moment.	Farid	did	not	seem	interested	in	the	picture,
either.	 He	 looked	 at	 the	 window,	 where	 the	 sky	 outside	 shone	 a	 brighter	 blue	 than	 any	 of	 the	 paints
sticking	to	the	fine	brushes.	But	Meggie	wanted	to	see	how	good	Balbulus	was	at	his	art,	and	whether	his
haughty	attitude	was	justified.	Unobtrusively,	she	took	a	step	forward.	She	saw	a	picture	framed	in	gold
leaf,	showing	a	castle	among	green	hills,	a	 forest,	magnificently	dressed	riders	among	 the	 trees,	 fairies
fluttering	 around	 them,	 and	 a	White	 Stag	 turning	 to	 flee.	Never	 before	 had	 she	 seen	 such	 a	 picture.	 It
glowed	like	stained	glass	-	like	a	window	placed	on	the	parchment.	She	would	have	loved	to	look	at	it
more	closely,	see	the	faces,	the	horses’	harnesses,	the	flowers	and	clouds,	but	Balbulus	cast	her	such	an
icy	glance	that	she	retreated,	blushing.

“That	poem	you	brought	yesterday,”	said	Balbulus	in	a	bored	voice,	as	he	bent	over	his	work	again,
“it	was	good.	You	ought	to	write	such	things	more	often,	but	I	know	you	prefer	writing	stories	for	children
or	 songs	 for	 the	Motley	 Folk.	 And	 why?	 Just	 for	 the	 wind	 to	 sing	 your	 words?	 The	 spoken	 word	 is
nothing,	it	hardly	lives	longer	than	an	insect!	Only	the	written	word	is	eternal.”

“Eternal?”	Fenoglio	made	the	word	sound	as	if	there	could	be	nothing	more	ridiculous	in	the	world.
“Nothing’s	eternal	-	and	what	happier	fate	could	words	have	than	to	be	sung	by	minstrels?	Yes,	of	course
they	change	the	words,	they	sing	them	slightly	differently	every	time,	but	isn’t	that	in	itself	wonderful?	A
story	wearing	another	dress	every	time	you	hear	it	-	what	could	be	better?	A	story	that	grows	and	puts	out



flowers	like	a	living	thing!	But	look	at	the	stories	people	press	in	books!	They	may	last	longer,	yes,	but
they	breathe	only	when	someone	opens	the	book.	They	are	sound	pressed	between	the	pages,	and	only	a
voice	can	bring	them	back	to	life!	Then	they	throw	off	sparks,	Balbulus!	Then	they	go	free	as	birds	flying
out	into	the	world.	Perhaps	you’re	right,	and	the	paper	makes	them	immortal.	But	why	should	I	care?	Will
I	live	on,	neatly	pressed	between	the	pages	with	my	words?	Nonsense!	We’re	none	of	us	immortal;	even
the	finest	words	don’t	change	that,	do	they?”

Balbulus	 had	 listened	 to	 him	 without	 any	 expression	 on	 his	 face.	 “What	 an	 unusual	 opinion,
Inkweaver!”	 he	 said.	 “For	 my	 part,	 I	 think	 highly	 of	 the	 immortality	 of	 my	 work	 and	 very	 poorly	 of
minstrels.	 But	 why	 don’t	 you	 go	 in	 to	 Violante?	 She’ll	 probably	 have	 to	 leave	 soon,	 to	 hear	 some
peasant’s	woes	or	 listen	 to	a	merchant	complaining	of	 the	highwaymen	who	make	the	roads	unsafe.	 It’s
almost	impossible	to	get	hold	of	acceptable	parchment	these	days.	Robbers	steal	it	and	offer	it	for	sale	in
the	markets	at	outrageous	prices!	Have	you	any	idea	how	many	goats	must	be	slaughtered	for	me	to	write
down	one	of	your	stories?”

“About	one	for	each	double	spread,”	said	Meggie,	earning	another	icy	look	from	Balbulus.
“Clever	girl,”	he	said,	in	a	tone	that	made	his	words	sound	more	like	blame	than	praise.	“And	why?

Because	 those	 fools	 the	 goatherders	 drive	 them	 through	 thorns	 and	prickly	 bushes,	without	 stopping	 to
think	that	their	skins	will	be	needed	for	parchment!”

“Oh,	 come,	 I	 keep	 telling	you!”	 said	Fenoglio,	 steering	Meggie	 and	Farid	 toward	 the	 library	door.
“Paper,	Balbulus.	Paper	is	the	material	of	the	future.”

“Paper!”	she	heard	Balbulus	mutter	scornfully.	“Good	heavens,	Inkweaver,	you’re	even	crazier	than	I
thought.”

Meggie	 had	 visited	 more	 libraries	 with	Mo	 than	 she	 could	 count.	Many	 had	 been	 larger	 than	 the
Laughing	Prince’s,	 but	 few	were	more	 beautiful.	You	 could	 still	 see	 that	 it	 had	 once	 been	 its	 owner’s
favorite	place.	The	only	trace	of	Cosimo	here	was	a	white	stone	bust;	someone	had	laid	roses	in	front	of
it.	 The	 tapestries	 on	 the	 high	walls	were	 finer	 than	 those	 in	 the	 throne	 room,	 the	 sconces	 heavier,	 the
colors	warmer,	and	Meggie	had	seen	enough	in	Balbulus’s	workshop	to	guess	what	treasures	surrounded
her	here.	They	stood	chained	to	the	shelves,	not	spine	beside	spine	like	the	books	in	Elinor’s	library,	but
with	the	cut	edge	facing	forward,	because	that	was	where	the	title	was.	In	front	of	the	shelves	were	rows
of	desks,	presumably	reserved	for	the	latest	precious	acquisitions.	Books	lay	on	them,	chained	like	sisters
in	the	shelves,	and	closed	so	that	no	harmful	ray	of	light	could	fall	on	Balbulus’s	pictures.	In	addition	all
the	 library	 windows	 were	 hung	 with	 heavy	 fabric;	 obviously	 the	 Prince	 of	 Sighs	 knew	what	 damage
sunlight	did	to	books.	Only	two	windows	let	in	the	light	that	might	harm	them.	Her	Ugliness	stood	in	front
of	one	window,	bending	so	low	over	a	book	that	her	nose	almost	touched	the	pages.

“Balbulus	is	getting	better	and	better,	Brianna,”	she	said.
“He’s	greedy!	A	pearl,	 just	 for	 letting	you	 into	your	 father-in-law’s	 library!”	Her	maidservant	was

standing	at	the	other	window	looking	out,	while	Violante’s	son	tugged	at	her	hand.
“Brianna!”	he	whined.	“Come	on!	This	is	boring.	Come	on	out	into	the	courtyard.	You	promised.”
“He	uses	the	money	from	the	pearls	to	buy	new	pigments!	How	else	would	he	get	them,	when	no	one

in	 this	 castle	will	 pay	 gold	 for	 anything	 but	 statues	 of	 a	 dead	man?”	Violante	 jumped	when	 Fenoglio
closed	the	door	behind	him,	guiltily	hiding	the	book	behind	her	back.	Only	when	she	saw	who	it	was	did
her	face	relax.	“Fenoglio!”	she	said,	pushing	her	mousy	brown	hair	back	from	her	forehead.	“Must	you
scare	me	like	that?”	The	mark	on	her	face	was	like	a	paw-print.

Fenoglio	smiled	and	put	his	hand	to	the	bag	at	his	belt.	“I’ve	brought	you	something.”
Violante’s	fingers	closed	greedily	on	the	red	stone.	Her	hands	were	small	and	rounded	like	a	child’s.

She	quickly	reopened	the	book	she	had	hidden	behind	her	back	and	held	the	beryl	up	to	one	of	her	eyes.
“Come	on,	Brianna,	or	I’ll	tell	them	to	cut	off	your	hair!”	Jacopo	took	a	handful	of	the	maid’s	hair	and

pulled	it	so	hard	that	she	screamed.	“That’s	what	my	grandfather	does.	He	shaves	them	bald,	the	minstrel



girls	and	the	women	who	live	in	the	forest.	He	says	they	turn	into	owls	by	night	and	screech	outside	your
windows	till	you’re	dead	in	your	bed.”

“Don’t	look	at	me	like	that!”	Fenoglio	whispered	to	Meggie.	“I	didn’t	invent	this	little	horror.	Here,
Jacopo!”	He	dug	his	elbow	imperatively	into	Farid’s	ribs	as	Brianna	went	on	trying	to	free	her	hair	from
the	child’s	small	fingers.	“Look,	I’ve	brought	someone	to	see	you.”

Jacopo	 let	 go	 of	 Brianna’s	 hair	 and	 examined	 Farid	 with	 little	 enthusiasm.	 “He	 doesn’t	 have	 a
sword,”	he	pointed	out.

“A	sword!	Who	needs	a	sword?”	Fenoglio	wrinkled	his	nose.	“Farid	is	a	fire-eater.”
Brianna	raised	her	head	and	looked	at	Farid.	But	Jacopo	was	still	inspecting	him	as	unenthusiastically

as	ever.
“Oh,	 this	 stone	 is	wonderful!”	his	mother	murmured.	“My	old	one	wasn’t	half	 so	good.	 I	can	make

them	all	out,	Brianna,	every	character.	Did	I	ever	tell	you	how	my	mother	taught	me	to	read	by	making	up
a	little	song	for	each	letter?”	She	began	to	chant	quietly:	“A	brown	bear	bites	off	a	big	bit	of	B	…	I	didn’t
see	particularly	well	even	then,	but	she	traced	them	on	the	floor	very	large	for	me,	laying	them	out	with
flower	petals	or	little	stones.	A,	B,	C,	the	minstrel	plays	for	me.”

“No,”	said	Brianna.	“No,	you	never	told	me.”
Jacopo	was	still	staring	at	Farid.	“He	was	at	my	party!”	he	said.	“He	threw	torches.”
“That	was	nothing,	just	a	children’s	game.”	Farid	was	looking	patronizingly	at	the	boy,	as	if	he	himself

and	not	Jacopo	were	the	prince’s	son.	“I	can	do	other	tricks,	too,	but	I	don’t	think	you’re	old	enough	for
them.”

Meggie	saw	Brianna	hide	a	smile	as	she	took	the	comb	out	of	her	pale	red	hair	and	pinned	it	up	again.
She	did	it	very	prettily.	Farid	was	watching	her,	and	for	the	first	time	in	her	life	Meggie	wished	that	she
had	such	 lovely	hair,	although	she	wasn’t	 sure	 that	 she	could	manage	 to	put	a	comb	 in	 it	 so	gracefully.
Luckily,	 Jacopo	 attracted	 Farid’s	 attention	 again	 by	 clearing	 his	 throat	 and	 folding	 his	 arms.	 He	 had
probably	copied	the	mannerism	from	his	grandfather.

“Show	me	or	I’ll	have	you	whipped.”	The	threat	sounded	ridiculous,	uttered	in	such	a	shrill	voice	-
yet	at	the	same	time	it	was	more	terrible	than	if	it	had	come	from	an	adult	mouth.

“Oh,	 will	 you?”	 Farid’s	 face	 gave	 nothing	 away.	 He	 had	 obviously	 learned	 a	 thing	 or	 two	 from
Dustfinger.	“And	what	do	you	think	I’d	do	to	you	then?”

This	left	Jacopo	speechless,	but	just	as	he	was	about	to	appeal	to	his	mother	for	support	Farid	reached
out	his	hand	to	the	boy.	“Very	well,	come	along,	then.”

Jacopo	hesitated,	and	for	a	moment	Meggie	was	tempted	to	take	Farid’s	hand	herself	and	follow	him
into	the	courtyard,	instead	of	listening	to	Fenoglio	trying	to	follow	a	dead	man’s	trail,	but	Jacopo	moved
faster.	His	pale,	stubby	fingers	gripped	Farid’s	brown	hand	tightly,	and	when	he	turned	in	the	doorway	his
face	was	that	of	a	happy,	perfectly	ordinary	little	boy.	“He’s	going	to	show	me	tricks,	did	you	hear?”	he
said	proudly,	but	his	mother	didn’t	even	look	up.

“Oh,	what	a	wonderful	stone,”	was	all	she	whispered.	“If	only	it	wasn’t	red,	if	only	I	had	one	for	each
eye	-“

“Well,	 I’m	working	on	a	way	around	 that,	 but	 I’m	afraid	 I	haven’t	 found	 the	 right	glassmaker	yet.”
With	a	sigh,	Fenoglio	dropped	into	one	of	the	chairs	invitingly	arranged	among	the	reading	desks.	They	all
bore	the	old	coat	of	arms	on	their	leather	upholstery,	the	one	where	the	lion	was	not	shedding	tears,	and
the	leather	of	some	was	so	worn	that	you	could	clearly	tell	how	many	hours	the	Laughing	Prince	had	once
spent	here	-	until	grief	sapped	his	pleasure	in	books.

“A	glassmaker?	Why	a	glassmaker?”	Violante	gazed	at	Fenoglio	through	the	beryl.	It	looked	almost	as
if	her	eye	was	made	of	fire.

“Glass	can	be	ground	to	make	your	eyes	see	better,	much	better	than	through	a	stone,	but	there	isn’t	a
glazier	in	Ombra	who	knows	what	I’m	talking	about!”



“Oh,	 I	 know,	only	 the	 stonemasons	 are	good	 for	 anything	 in	 this	 place!	Balbulus	 says	 there’s	not	 a
single	decent	bookbinder	in	all	Lombrica.”

I	could	tell	you	the	name	of	a	good	one,	thought	Meggie	instinctively,	and	for	a	moment	she	wished
Mo	were	here,	 so	much	 that	 it	hurt.	But	Her	Ugliness	was	 looking	at	her	book	again.	 “There	are	good
glaziers	 in	my	 father’s	 realm,”	 she	said,	without	glancing	up.	“He’s	had	several	windows	 in	his	castle
filled	in	with	glass.	He	had	to	sell	off	a	hundred	of	his	peasants	to	go	for	soldiers	to	pay	for	it.”	Violante
seemed	to	consider	the	price	well	worth	paying.

I	don’t	 think	 I	 like	her,	 thought	Meggie,	as	 she	went	 slowly	 from	desk	 to	desk.	The	bindings	of	 the
books	 lying	 on	 them	were	 beautiful,	 and	 she	would	 have	 loved	 to	 hide	 at	 least	 one	 of	 them	under	 her
dress,	so	 that	she	could	 look	at	 it	 in	Fenoglio’s	 room	at	her	 leisure,	but	 the	chips	holding	 the	chains	 in
place	were	firmly	riveted	to	the	wooden	covers	of	the	books.

“You’re	 welcome	 to	 look	 at	 them.”	 Her	 Ugliness	 spoke	 to	 Meggie	 so	 suddenly	 that	 she	 jumped.
Violante	was	still	holding	the	red	stone	up	to	her	eye,	and	Meggie	was	reminded	of	the	bloodred	jewels	at
the	corners	of	the	Adderhead’s	nostrils.	His	daughter	resembled	her	father	more	than	she	probably	knew.

“Thank	you,”	murmured	Meggie,	and	opened	one.	She	remembered	the	day	when	Mo	had	shown	her
how	 to	 open	 an	 old	 book	without	 using	 her	 fingers.	He	 had	 handed	 her	 a	 book	with	 two	brass	 clasps
holding	its	wooden	covers	together.	She	had	looked	at	him,	baffled,	and	then,	smiling	at	her,	he	had	struck
the	front	of	the	book	with	his	fist	so	hard	that	the	clasps	snapped	open	like	little	mouths,	and	the	book	was
opened	as	if	by	a	ghostly	hand.

But	the	book	that	Meggie	opened	in	the	Laughing	Prince’s	library	showed	no	sign	of	age,	as	that	other
book	had	done.	No	speck	of	mold	disfigured	the	parchment,	no	beetles	or	bookworms	had	nibbled	it,	like
some	of	the	manuscripts	she	had	seen	when	Mo	restored	them.	The	years	were	not	kind	to	parchment	and
paper;	a	book	had	many	enemies,	and	in	time	it	withered	like	a	human	body.	“Which	tells	us,	Meggie,”
Mo	always	said,	“that	a	book	is	a	living	thing!”	If	only	she	could	have	shown	him	this	one!

Very,	very	carefully	she	turned	the	pages	-	yet	her	mind	was	not	entirely	on	what	she	was	doing,	for
the	wind	blew	Farid’s	voice	 into	 the	 room	like	 the	memory	of	another	world.	Meggie	 listened	 to	what
was	going	on	outside	as	she	snapped	shut	the	clasps	of	the	book	again.	Fenoglio	and	Violante	were	still
talking	about	useless	bookbinders.	Neither	of	them	was	taking	any	notice	of	her,	and	Meggie	stole	over	to
one	 of	 the	 darkened	windows	 and	 peered	 through	 the	 gap	 in	 the	 curtains.	Her	 glance	 fell	 on	 a	walled
garden,	beds	full	of	brightly	colored	flowers,	and	Farid	standing	among	them	letting	flames	lick	their	way
up	his	bare	arms,	just	as	Dustfinger	had	done	the	first	time	Meggie	saw	him	breathing	fire	back	in	Elinor’s
garden,	before	he	betrayed	her…

Jacopo	was	 laughing	 exuberantly,	He	 clapped	 -	 and	 then	 stumbled	 back	 in	 alarm	 as	Farid	 sent	 the
torches	 whirling	 through	 the	 air	 like	 Catherine	 wheels.	 Meggie	 couldn’t	 help	 smiling;	 Dustfinger	 had
certainly	taught	him	a	lot,	even	if	Farid	couldn’t	yet	breathe	fire	quite	so	high	in	the	air	as	his	teacher.

“Books?	 No,	 I	 told	 you,	 Cosimo	 never	 came	 in	 here!”	 Violante’s	 voice	 suddenly	 sounded
considerably	 sharper,	 and	Meggie	 turned	 around.	 “He	 thought	 nothing	 of	 books,	 he	 loved	 dogs,	 good
boots,	a	fast	horse…there	were	days	when	he	even	loved	his	son.	But	I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	him.”

Laughter	drifted	up	from	outside	again.	Brianna	joined	Meggie	at	the	window.	“The	boy’s	a	very	good
fire-eater,”	she	said.

“Really?”	 Her	 shortsighted	 mistress	 looked	 at	 her.	 “I	 thought	 you	 didn’t	 like	 fire-eaters.	 You’re
always	saying	they’re	feckless	folk.”

“This	one’s	good.	Much	better	than	Sootbird.”	Brianna’s	voice	sounded	husky.	“I	noticed	him	at	the
celebrations.”

“Violante!”	Fenoglio	sounded	impatient.	“Could	we	forget	about	that	fire-breathing	boy	for	a	moment?
Very	well,	 so	Cosimo	didn’t	 like	books.	These	 things	happen.	But	 surely	you	can	 tell	me	a	 little	more
about	him!”



“Why?”	Her	Ugliness	 raised	 the	beryl	 to	her	eye	again.	“Let	Cosimo	rest	 in	peace,	he’s	dead!	The
dead	don’t	want	to	linger	here.	Why	won’t	anyone	understand	that?	And	if	you	want	to	know	some	secret
about	him	-	well,	he	had	none!	He	could	talk	about	weapons	for	hours	on	end.	He	liked	fire-eaters	and
knife-throwers	and	wild	rides	through	the	night.	He	had	the	smiths	show	him	how	to	forge	a	sword,	and	he
fenced	 for	 hours	with	 the	 guards	 down	 in	 the	 courtyard	until	 he’d	mastered	 every	 trick	 they	knew,	 but
when	the	minstrels	struck	up	their	songs	he	began	yawning	after	the	first	verse.	He	wouldn’t	have	cared
for	any	of	the	songs	you’ve	written	about	him.	He	might	have	liked	the	robber	songs,	but	as	for	the	idea
that	words	 can	 be	 like	music,	making	 the	 heart	 beat	 faster	…	he	 had	 no	 ear	 for	 that!	Even	 executions
interested	him	more	than	words,	although	he	never	enjoyed	them	the	way	my	father	does.”

“Really?”	Fenoglio	sounded	surprised	but	by	no	means	disappointed.	“Wild	rides	through	the	night,”
he	murmured.	“Fast	horses.	Yes,	why	not?”

Her	 Ugliness	 wasn’t	 listening	 to	 him.	 “Brianna!”	 she	 said.	 “Take	 this	 book.	 If	 I	 praise	 Balbulus
enough	for	his	new	pictures,	perhaps	he’ll	leave	it	with	us	for	a	while.”	Her	maid	took	the	book	from	her,
an	abstracted	expression	on	her	face,	and	went	to	the	window	again.

“But	 the	people	 loved	him,	 didn’t	 they?”	Fenoglio	 had	 risen	 from	his	 chair.	 “Cosimo	was	good	 to
them…	to	the	peasants,	the	poor…the	strolling	players.”

Violante	stroked	the	mark	on	her	cheek.	“Yes,	they	all	loved	him.	He	was	so	handsome	that	you	just
had	to	love	him.	You	couldn’t	help	it.	But	as	for	the	peasants”	-	and	she	wearily	rubbed	her	shortsighted
eyes	-	“do	you	know	what	he	always	said	about	them?	‘Why	are	they	so	ugly?’	he	asked.	‘Ugly	clothes,
ugly	faces…’When	they	brought	their	disputes	to	him	he	really	did	try	to	do	justice	fairly,	but	it	bored	him
to	tears.	He	could	hardly	wait	to	get	away	again,	back	to	his	father’s	soldiers,	his	horse	and	his	hounds.
…”

Fenoglio	said	nothing.	He	looked	so	baffled	that	Meggie	almost	felt	sorry	for	him.	Isn’t	he	going	to
make	 me	 read	 aloud	 after	 all?	 she	 wondered.	 And	 for	 a	 strange	 moment	 she	 felt	 something	 like
disappointment.

“Come	along,	Brianna!”	ordered	Her	Ugliness,	but	her	maid	did	not	stir.	She	was	gazing	down	at	the
courtyard	as	if	she	had	never	seen	a	fire-eater	before	in	her	life.

Frowning,	 Violante	 went	 over	 to	 her.	 “What	 are	 you	 staring	 at?”	 she	 asked,	 squinting	 through	 the
window	with	her	shortsighted	eyes.

“He…he’s	making	flowers	from	fire,”	stammered	Brianna.	“They	start	like	golden	buds	and	then	they
unfold	like	real	flowers.	I	once	saw	something	like	that…when	I	was	very	little….”

“Yes,	very	nice,	but	come	along	now.”	Her	Ugliness	 turned	and	made	for	 the	door.	She	had	an	odd
way	of	walking,	with	her	head	slightly	bent,	yet	carrying	herself	very	upright.	Brianna	took	a	last	look	out
the	window	before	hurrying	after	her.

Balbulus	was	grinding	colors	when	they	entered	his	workshop:	blue	for	the	sky,	russet	and	umber	for
the	earth.	Violante	whispered	something	to	him.	Presumably,	she	was	softening	him	up.	She	pointed	to	the
book	that	Brianna	was	carrying	for	her.

“I’ll	be	off	now,	Your	Highness,”	said	Fenoglio.
“Yes,	 you	 can	 go!”	 she	 told	 him.	 “But	 next	 time	 you	 visit	 me	 don’t	 ask	 questions	 about	 my	 late

husband;	bring	me	one	of	the	songs	you	write	for	the	minstrels	instead.	I	like	them	very	much,	particularly
those	 songs	 about	 the	 robber,	 the	man	who	makes	my	 father	 so	 angry.	What’s	 his	 name?	Oh	 yes	 -	 the
Bluejay!”

Fenoglio	paled	slightly	under	his	sunburn.	“How	do	you	know	I	wrote	those	songs?”
Her	Ugliness	just	 laughed.	“I’m	the	Adderhead’s	daughter,	have	you	forgotten?	Of	course	I	have	my

spies!	They’re	good,	 too!	Are	you	afraid	I’ll	 tell	my	father	who	wrote	 the	songs?	Don’t	worry,	we	say
only	the	bare	minimum	to	each	other.	And	he’s	more	interested	in	what	the	songs	are	about	than	in	the	man
who	wrote	them.	Although	if	I	were	you	I’d	stay	this	side	of	the	forest	for	now!”



Fenoglio	bowed,	forcing	a	smile.	“I	shall	take	your	advice	to	heart,	Highness,”	he	said.
The	door	with	brass	letters	on	it	latched	heavily	into	place	as	Fenoglio	pulled	it	shut.	“Curse	it!”	he

muttered.	“Curse	it,	curse	it.”
“What’s	the	matter?”	Meggie	looked	at	him	with	concern.	“Is	it	what	she	said	about	Cosimo?”
“No,	 nonsense!	 But	 if	 Violante	 knows	 who	 writes	 the	 songs	 about	 the	 Bluejay,	 then	 so	 does	 the

Adderhead!	He	has	many	more	spies	than	she	does,	and	suppose	he	doesn’t	keep	to	his	own	side	of	the
forest	much	 longer?	Well,	 there’s	 still	 time	 to	do	something	about	 it…	Meggie,”	he	whispered,	as	 they
went	down	the	steep	spiral	staircase.	“I	told	you	I	had	a	model	for	the	Bluejay.	Do	you	want	to	guess	who
it	was?”	He	 looked	expectantly	 at	her.	 “I	 like	 to	base	my	characters	on	 real	people,”	he	whispered	 in
conspiratorial	tones.	“Not	every	writer	does	that,	but	in	my	experience	it	makes	them	more	lifelike.	Facial
expressions,	gestures,	the	way	someone	walks,	a	voice,	perhaps	a	birthmark	or	a	scar	-	I	steal	something
here,	something	 there,	and	 then	 they	begin	 to	breathe,	until	anyone	hearing	or	reading	about	 them	thinks
they	can	touch	them!	I	didn’t	have	a	wide	choice	for	the	Bluejay.	My	model	couldn’t	be	too	old,	nor	too
young	either,	and	not	fat	or	short,	of	course,	heroes	are	never	short,	fat,	or	ugly	-	in	real	life,	maybe,	but
never	in	stories…no,	the	Bluejay	had	to	be	tall	and	good-looking,	attractive	to	other	people	-“

Fenoglio	fell	silent.	Footsteps	were	coming	down	the	stairs,	quick	footsteps,	and	Brianna	appeared	on
the	massive	steps	above	them.

“Excuse	me,”	she	said	and	 looked	around	guiltily,	as	 if	 she	had	stolen	away	without	her	mistress’s
knowledge.	“That	boy	-	do	you	know	who	taught	him	to	play	with	fire	like	that?”	She	looked	at	Fenoglio
as	if	she	wanted	to	hear	the	answer	more	than	anything,	and	yet	as	if	at	the	same	time	there	was	nothing
she	feared	hearing	more.	“Do	you	know?”	she	asked	again.	“Do	you	know	his	name?”

“Dustfinger,”	 replied	Meggie,	 speaking	 for	 Fenoglio.	 “Dustfinger	 taught	 him.”	 And	 only	 when	 she
spoke	 the	 name	 for	 the	 second	 time	 did	 she	 realize	 who	 Brianna	 reminded	 her	 of,	 her	 face	 and	 the
shimmer	of	her	red	hair.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
28	The	wrong	words

If	all	you	have	of	me	is	your	red	hair
and	my	wholehearted	laughter
what	else	in	me	was	good	or	ill	may	fare
like	faded	flowers	drifting	in	the	water.
Paul	Zech,	after	Francois	Villon,
“The	Ballade	of	Little	Florestan”
Dustfinger	was	just	chasing	Jink	out	of	Roxane’s	henhouse	when	Brianna	came	riding	into	 the	yard.

The	 sight	 of	 her	 almost	 stopped	 his	 heart.	 The	 dress	 she	 wore	 made	 her	 look	 like	 a	 rich	 merchant’s
daughter;	since	when	did	maidservants	wear	such	clothes?	And	the	horse	she	was	riding	didn’t	suit	this
place,	either,	with	its	expensive	harness,	its	gold-studded	saddle,	and	the	deep	black	coat	that	shone	as	if
three	grooms	had	spent	all	day	brushing	 it.	A	soldier	 in	 the	Laughing	Prince’s	 livery	rode	with	her.	He
scrutinized	the	simple	house	and	the	fields,	his	face	expressionless.	But	Brianna	looked	at	Dustfinger.	She
thrust	out	her	chin	just	as	her	mother	so	often	did,	straightened	the	comb	in	her	hair	-	and	looked	at	him.

He	wished	he	could	have	made	himself	 invisible.	How	hostile	her	glance	was,	her	expression	both
adult	and	that	of	an	injured	child!	She	was	so	like	her	mother.	The	soldier	helped	her	to	dismount	and	then
took	his	horse	to	drink	at	the	well,	acting	as	if	he	had	neither	eyes	nor	ears.

Roxane	came	out	of	the	house.	Brianna’s	arrival	obviously	surprised	her	as	much	as	him.	“Why	didn’t
you	tell	me	he	was	back?”	Brianna	snapped.	Roxane	opened	her	mouth	-	and	shut	it	again.

Go	on,	say	something,	Dustfinger,	he	told	himself.	The	marten	leaped	off	his	shoulder	and	disappeared
behind	the	stable.

“I	asked	her	not	to.”	How	hoarse	his	voice	sounded.	“I	thought	I’d	rather	tell	you	myself.”	But	your
father	is	a	coward,	he	added	to	himself,	afraid	of	his	own	daughter.

She	was	looking	at	him	so	angrily,	in	exactly	her	old	way.	Except	that	now	she	was	too	grown-up	to
hit	him.

“I	saw	that	boy,”	she	said.	“He	was	at	the	festival,	and	today	he	was	breathing	fire	for	Jacopo.	He	did
it	just	like	you.”

Dustfinger	saw	Farid	appear.	He	stayed	behind	Roxane,	but	Jehan	pushed	past	him,	glanced	anxiously
at	the	soldier,	and	then	ran	to	his	sister.	“Where	did	you	get	that	horse?”	he	asked.

“Violante	gave	it	to	me.	As	thanks	for	taking	her	with	me	by	night	to	see	the	strolling	players.”
“You	take	her	with	you?”	Roxane	sounded	concerned.
“Why	not?	She	loves	their	shows!	And	the	Black	Prince	says	it’s	all	right.”	Brianna	didn’t	look	at	her

mother.
Farid	 went	 over	 to	 Dustfinger.	 “What	 does	 she	 want	 here?”	 he	 whispered.	 “She’s	 Her	 Ugliness’s

maid.”
“And	my	daughter,	too,”	replied	Dustfinger.
Farid	stared	incredulously	at	Brianna,	but	she	took	no	notice	of	him.	It	was	on	her	father’s	account	that

she	had	come.
“Ten	years!”	she	said	accusingly.	“You	stayed	away	for	ten	years,	and	now	you	come	back	just	like

that?	Everyone	said	you	were	dead!	They	said	you’d	moldered	away	in	the	Adderhead’s	dungeons!	They
said	the	fire-raisers	had	handed	you	over	to	him	because	you	wouldn’t	tell	them	all	your	secrets!”



“I	 did	 tell	 them,”	 said	 Dustfinger	 tonelessly.	 “Almost	 all	 my	 secrets.”	 And	 they	 used	 them	 to	 set
another	world	on	fire,	he	added	in	his	thoughts.	A	world	without	a	door	to	let	me	out	again,	so	that	I	could
come	back.

“I	dreamed	of	you!”	Brianna’s	voice	rose	so	high	that	her	horse	shied	away.	“I	dreamed	the	men-at-
arms	tied	you	to	a	stake	and	burned	you!	I	could	smell	the	smoke	and	hear	you	trying	to	talk	to	the	fire,	but
it	wouldn’t	obey	you	and	the	flames	devoured	you.	I	had	that	dream	almost	every	night!	I	still	do!	I	was
afraid	of	 going	 to	 sleep	 for	 ten	whole	years,	 and	now	here	you	 are,	 hale	 and	hearty,	 as	 if	 nothing	had
happened!	Where	-	have	-	you	-	been?”

Dustfinger	glanced	at	Roxane	 -	 and	saw	 the	 same	question	 in	her	eyes.	 “I	 couldn’t	 come	back,”	he
said.	“I	couldn’t.	I	tried,	believe	me,	I	tried.”

The	wrong	words.	They	were	true	a	hundred	times	over,	yet	they	sounded	like	a	lie.	Hadn’t	he	always
known	it?	Words	were	useless.	At	times	they	might	sound	wonderful,	but	they	let	you	down	the	moment
you	really	needed	them.	You	could	never	find	the	right	words,	never,	and	where	would	you	look	for	them?
The	heart	is	as	silent	as	a	fish,	however	much	the	tongue	tries	to	give	it	a	voice.

Brianna	turned	her	back	on	him	and	buried	her	face	 in	her	horse’s	mane,	while	 the	soldier	went	on
standing	by	the	well,	acting	as	if	he	were	nothing	but	thin	air.

And	that’s	what	I	wish	I	was,	too,	thought	Dustfinger.	Just	thin	air.
“But	it’s	the	truth!	He	couldn’t	come	back!”	Farid	stationed	himself	protectively	in	front	of	Dustfinger.

“There	wasn’t	any	way!	It’s	exactly	like	he	says	-	he	was	in	an	entirely	different	world,	but	it’s	as	real	as
this	one.	There	are	many,	many	worlds,	they’re	all	different,	and	they’re	written	down	in	books!”

Brianna	 turned	 to	 him.	 “Do	 I	 look	 like	 a	 little	 girl	 who	 still	 believes	 in	 fairy	 tales?”	 she	 asked
scornfully.	 “Once,	 when	 he	 stayed	 away	 so	 long	 that	 my	 mother’s	 eyes	 were	 red	 with	 crying	 every
morning,	the	other	strolling	players	told	me	stories	about	him.	They	said	he	was	talking	to	the	fairies,	or
he’d	gone	 to	see	 the	giants,	or	he	was	down	at	 the	bottom	of	 the	sea	 looking	for	a	 fire	 that	even	water
can’t	put	out.	 I	didn’t	believe	 the	 stories	 even	 then,	but	 I	 liked	 them.	Now	 I	don’t.	 I’m	not	 a	 little	girl
anymore.	Not	by	any	means.	Help	me	mount	my	horse!”	she	ordered	the	soldier.

He	obeyed	without	a	word.	Jehan	stared	at	the	sword	hanging	from	his	belt.
“Stay	and	eat	with	us!”	said	Roxane.
But	Brianna	 just	shook	her	head	and	 turned	her	horse	 in	silence.	The	soldier	winked	at	Jehan,	who

was	 still	 gazing	 at	 his	 sword.	 They	 rode	 away	 on	 their	 horses,	which	 seemed	much	 too	 large	 for	 the
narrow,	stony	path	leading	to	Roxane’s	farm.

Roxane	took	Jehan	indoors	with	her,	but	Dustfinger	stayed	out	by	the	stable	until	the	two	riders	had
disappeared	into	the	hills.	Farid’s	voice	quivered	with	indignation	when	he	finally	broke	the	silence.	“But
you	really	couldn’t	come	back!”

“No…but	you	must	admit	your	story	didn’t	sound	very	convincing.”
“It’s	exactly	what	happened,	all	the	same!”
Dustfinger	 shrugged	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 place	 in	 the	 distance	 where	 his	 daughter	 had	 disappeared.

“Sometimes	even	I	think	I	only	dreamed	it	all,”	he	murmured.
A	chicken	squawked	angrily	behind	them.
“Where	the	devil	is	Jink?”	With	a	curse,	Dustfinger	opened	the	stable	door.	A	white	hen	fluttered	past

him	into	the	open;	another	fowl	lay	in	the	straw,	her	feathers	bloody.	A	marten	was	sitting	beside	her.
“Jink!”	Dustfinger	scolded.	“Damn	it,	didn’t	I	tell	you	to	leave	the	chickens	alone?”
The	marten	looked	at	him.
Feathers	were	sticking	to	the	animal’s	muzzle.	He	stretched,	raised	his	bushy	tail,	came	to	Dustfinger,

and	rubbed	against	his	legs	like	a	cat.
“Well,	what	do	you	know?”	whispered	Dustfinger.	“Hello,	Gwin.”
His	death	was	back.
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Tyrants	smile	with	their	last	breath
For	they	know	that	at	their	death,
Tyranny	just	changes	hands,
Serfdom	lives	on	in	their	lands.
Heinrich	Heine,	“King	David”
The	Prince	of	Sighs,	once	the	Laughing	Prince,	died	scarcely	a	day	after	Meggie	had	been	to	the	castle

with	Fenoglio.	He	died	at	dawn,	and	the	men-at-arms	rode	into	Ombra	three	days	later.	Meggie	was	in	the
marketplace	 with	 Minerva	 when	 they	 came.	 After	 her	 father-in-law’s	 death	 Violante	 had	 ordered	 the
guard	 at	 the	 city	 gate	 to	 be	 doubled,	 but	 there	 were	 so	many	men-at-arms	 that	 the	 guards	 let	 them	 in
without	offering	any	resistance.	The	Piper	rode	at	their	head,	his	silver	nose	like	a	beak	in	the	middle	of
his	face,	as	shiny	as	if	he	had	polished	it	up	specially	for	the	occasion.	The	narrow	streets	echoed	with
the	snorting	of	horses,	and	it	was	quiet	as	the	mounted	men	appeared	among	the	buildings.	The	street	cries
of	 traders,	 the	voices	of	women	crowding	around	 the	stalls,	all	 fell	 silent	when	 the	Piper	 reined	 in	his
horse	and	disapprovingly	scrutinized	the	crowd.

“Make	way!”	he	called.	His	voice	sounded	oddly	strained,	but	what	else	would	you	expect	of	a	man
who	had	no	nose?	“Make	way	for	the	envoy	of	the	Adderhead.	We	are	here	to	pay	his	last	respects	to	your
dead	prince	and	ensure	that	his	grandson	takes	his	rightful	place	as	his	heir.”

The	silence	continued,	but	then	a	single	voice	was	raised.	“Thursday’s	market	day	in	Ombra,	always
was,	so	if	you	gentlemen	would	like	to	dismount,	we	can	get	on	with	it!”

The	Piper	 looked	for	 the	speaker	among	the	faces	staring	up	at	him,	but	 the	man	was	hidden	by	the
crowd.	A	murmur	of	agreement	rose	in	the	marketplace.

“Oh,	so	that’s	it!”	cried	the	Piper	through	the	confused	voices.	“You	think	we	rode	right	through	that
accursed	forest	just	to	dismount	here	and	make	our	way	through	a	rabble	of	stinking	peasants.	As	soon	as
the	cat’s	dead	the	mice	dance	on	the	table.	But	I	have	news	for	you.	There’s	a	cat	in	your	miserable	town
again,	a	cat	with	sharper	claws	than	the	old	one!”

Without	 another	word,	 he	 turned	 in	 the	 saddle,	 raised	 his	 black-gloved	 hand	 -	 and	 gave	 his	men	 a
signal.

Then	he	rode	his	horse	straight	into	the	crowd.
The	silence	that	had	been	weighing	down	so	heavily	on	the	marketplace	was	torn	like	rending	cloth.

Screams	rose	in	its	enclosed	space.	More	and	more	horsemen	rode	in	from	among	the	houses	around	it,	so
heavily	armed	 they	 looked	 like,	 iron	 reptiles,	 their	helmets	drawn	so	 far	down	 that	you	could	see	only
their	mouths	 and	 their	 eyes	 between	 noseguard	 and	 rim.	 There	was	 a	 clinking	 of	 spurs,	 a	 clashing	 of
greaves,	 and	 breastplates	 so	 brightly	 polished	 that	 they	 reflected	 the	 crowd’s	 horrified	 faces.	Minerva
pushed	her	children	out	of	the	way.	Despina	stumbled,	and	Meggie	was	going	to	her	aid	when	she	herself
tripped	over	a	couple	of	cabbages	and	fell	flat.	A	stranger	pulled	her	to	her	feet	just	before	the	Piper	rode
her	down.	Meggie	heard	his	horse	snorting	above	her,	felt	his	gleaming	spurs	brush	her	shoulder.	She	took
shelter	behind	a	potter’s	overturned	stall,	although	she	cut	her	hands	on	his	broken	pots.	Trembling,	she
crouched	 among	 the	 shards,	 surrounded	 by	 smashed	 barrels	 and	 sacks	 that	 had	 burst	 open,	 watching
helplessly	as	others,	less	lucky,	fell	under	the	horses’	hooves.	The	mounted	men	struck	out	at	many	in	the
crowd	with	their	feet	or	the	shafts	of	their	spears.	Horses	shied,	reared,	and	kicked	at	pots	and	people’s



heads.
Then,	just	as	suddenly	as	they	had	come,	the	men-at-arms	were	gone.	Only	the	sound	of	their	horses’

hooves	could	still	be	heard	as	they	rode	fast	up	the	street	to	the	castle.	The	marketplace	was	left	looking
as	 if	 a	 strong	wind	had	blown	 through	 it,	 an	 ill	wind	breaking	 jugs	 and	pots	 as	well	 as	 human	bones.
There	 was	 a	 smell	 of	 fear	 in	 the	 air	 as	Meggie	 crawled	 out	 from	 behind	 the	 barrels.	 Peasants	 were
gathering	up	their	 trampled	vegetables,	mothers	wiped	tears	from	their	children’s	faces	and	blood	from
their	knees,	women	stood	looking	at	the	broken	earthenware	dishes	they	had	hoped	to	sell	-	and	all	was
quiet	in	the	marketplace	again.	Very	quiet.	The	voices	cursing	the	horsemen	did	so	in	undertones,	and	even
the	 weeping	 and	 groaning	 were	 muted.	Minerva	 came	 over	 to	Meggie,	 concern	 in	 her	 face,	 with	 the
sobbing	Despina	and	Ivo	beside	her.

“Yes,	I	think	we	have	a	new	master	now,”	she	said	bitterly,	helping	Meggie	to	her	feet.	“Can	you	take
the	children	home?	I’ll	stay	here	and	see	what	I	can	do	to	help.	There	must	be	many	broken	bones,	but
luckily	a	few	physicians	can	always	be	found	here	on	market	day.”

Meggie	just	nodded.	She	didn’t	know	how	she	felt.	Afraid?	Angry?	Desperate?	There	didn’t	seem	to
be	any	word	to	describe	the	state	of	her	heart.	Silently,	she	took	Despina	and	Ivo	by	the	hand	and	set	off
home	with	them.	Her	knees	hurt,	and	she	was	limping,	but	nonetheless	she	hurried	along	the	alleys	so	fast
that	the	children	could	hardly	keep	up.

“Now!”	She	uttered	just	that	one	word	as	she	hobbled	into	Fenoglio’s	room.	“Let	me	read	it	now.	At
once.”	 Her	 voice	 shook,	 and	 she	 had	 to	 lean	 against	 the	 bare	 wall	 because	 her	 grazed	 knees	 were
trembling.	Indeed,	everything	in	her	and	about	her	was	trembling.

“What’s	happened?”	Fenoglio	was	sitting	at	his	desk.	The	parchment	lying	before	him	was	covered
with	 words.	 Rosenquartz	 stood	 beside	 him	 with	 a	 dripping	 pen	 in	 his	 hand,	 looking	 at	 Meggie	 in
astonishment.

“We	must	do	it	now!”	she	cried.	“This	minute!	They	just	rode	into	the	middle	of	the	crowd	-	into	all
those	people!”

“Ah,	 so	 the	 soldiers	 are	 here	 already.	 Well,	 I	 told	 you	 we	 must	 hurry.	 Who	 was	 leading	 them?
Firefox?”

“No,	it	was	the	Piper.”	Meggie	went	over	to	the	bed	and	sat	down	on	it.	Suddenly,	she	felt	only	fear,
as	if	she	were	back	kneeling	among	the	toppled	stalls	again,	and	her	fury	had	run	out	of	steam.	“There	are
so	many	of	them!”	she	whispered.	“It’s	too	late!	What	could	Cosimo	do	against	them?”

“You	just	leave	that	to	me!”	Fenoglio	took	the	pen	from	the	glass	man’s	hand	and	began	writing	again.
“The	Laughing	Prince	has	many	 soldiers,	 too,	 and	 they’ll	 follow	Cosimo	once	he’s	back.	Of	course,	 it
would	have	been	better	if	you’d	read	him	here	while	his	father	was	still	alive.	The	Laughing	Prince	was
in	too	much	of	a	hurry	to	die,	but	that	can’t	be	helped	now!	Other	things	can	be,	though.”	With	his	brow
furrowed,	he	read	through	what	he	had	written,	crossed	out	a	word	here,	added	one	there,	and	then	waved
his	hand	to	the	glass	man.	“Sand,	Rosenquartz,	hurry	up!”

Meggie	pulled	up	her	skirt	and	looked	at	her	injured	knees.	One	of	them	was	beginning	to	swell.	“But
are	 you	 sure	 it	 will	 really	 be	 any	 better	 with	 Cosimo?”	 she	 asked	 in	 a	 low	 voice.	 “From	 what	 Her
Ugliness	said	about	him,	it	didn’t	sound	like	it.”

“Of	course	it	will	be	better!	What	kind	of	question	is	that?	Cosimo	is	one	of	the	good	characters	and
always	was,	never	mind	what	Violante	says.	Anyway,	when	you	read	this	aloud	you’ll	be	bringing	a	new
version	of	him	here.	An	improved	version,	we	might	say.”

“But…but	why	does	there	have	to	be	a	new	prince	here	at	all?”	Meggie	passed	her	sleeve	over	her
tearstained	 face.	 The	 clank	 of	 armor	 was	 still	 echoing	 in	 her	 ears,	 the	 snorting	 and	 whinnying,	 the
screaming	-	the	screams	of	people	who	wore	no	armor.

“What	 can	 be	 better	 than	 a	 prince	 who	 does	 what	 we	 want?”	 Fenoglio	 took	 another	 sheet	 of
parchment.	“Just	a	few	more	lines,”	he	murmured.	“I’ve	almost	finished.	Oh,	curse	it,	how	I	hate	writing



on	parchment.	I	hope	you	ordered	more	paper,	Rosenquartz.”
“Of	course	I	did,	long	ago,”	replied	the	glass	man	huffily.	“But	there	haven’t	been	any	deliveries	for

ages.	The	paper	mill’s	on	the	other	side	of	the	forest,	remember?”
“Yes,	a	pity.”	Fenoglio	wrinkled	his	nose.	“Very	inconvenient,	to	be	sure.”…
“Fenoglio,	listen	to	me,	will	you?	Why	don’t	we	read	that	robber	here	instead	of	Cosimo?”	Meggie

pulled	down	her	skirt	over	her	knees	again.	“You	know	-	the	robber	in	your	songs!	The	Bluejay!”
Fenoglio	laughed	out	loud.	“The	Bluejay?	Good	heavens!	I’d	like	to	see	your	face	if-	but	joking	aside,

no	-	absolutely	not!	A	robber’s	not	fit	to	rule,	Meggie.	Robin	Hood	didn’t	become	king!	Robbers	are	good
for	stirring	up	trouble,	 that’s	all.	 I	couldn’t	even	put	 the	Black	Prince	on	the	throne	here.	This	world	is
ruled	by	royalty,	not	robbers,	entertainers,	or	peasants.	That’s	the	way	I	made	it,	and	I	assure	you	it’s	a
royal	prince	we	need.”

Rosenquartz	 sharpened	 another	 quill	 and	 dipped	 it	 in	 the	 ink,	 and	 Fenoglio	 began	 writing	 again.
“Yes,”	Meggie	heard	him	whispering.	“Yes,	 this	will	 sound	wonderful	when	you	read	 it	aloud.	What	a
surprise	for	the	Adderhead!	He	thinks	he	can	do	what	he	likes	in	my	world,	do	exactly	as	he	pleases,	but
he’s	wrong.	He’ll	play	the	part	I	give	him	and	no	other!”

Meggie	 rose	 from	 the	bed	and	 limped	over	 to	 the	window.	 It	had	begun	 to	 rain	again;	 the	 sky	was
weeping	 as	 silently	 as	 the	 people	 in	 the	marketplace.	And	 the	Adderhead’s	 banner	was	 already	 being
hoisted	above	the	castle.
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“Yes,”	said	Abhorsen.	“I	am	a	necromancer,	but	not	of	the	common	kind.	Where	others	of	the	art	raise
the	dead,	I	lay	them	back	to	rest…”

Garth	Nix,	Sabriel
It	was	dark	when	Fenoglio	finally	put	aside	his	pen.	All	was	still	in	the	alley	below.	It	had	been	quiet

there	all	day,	as	if	the	people	had	fled	indoors	like	mice	hiding	from	the	cat.
“Have	you	finished?”	asked	Meggie,	as	Fenoglio	leaned	back	and	rubbed	his	weary	eyes.	Her	voice

sounded	faint	and	afraid,	not	like	a	voice	that	could	awaken	a	prince	and	bring	him	to	life,	but	after	all,
she	had	already	made	a	monster	rise	from	Fenoglio’s	words,	even	if	that	was	long	ago	-	and	Mo,	not	she,
had	read	the	very	last	words.

Mo.	After	what	had	happened	in	the	marketplace,	she	missed	him	more	than	ever.
“Yes,	 I’ve	 finished!”	 Fenoglio	 sounded	 as	 pleased	with	 himself	 as	 he	 had	 in	 Capricorn’s	 village,

when	he	and	Meggie	between	them	first	planned	a	way	to	alter	his	story.	All	had	ended	well	that	time,	but
now…now	she	was	in	the	story	herself.	Did	that	make	Fenoglio’s	words	stronger	or	weaker?	Meggie	had
told	him	about	Orpheus’s	rule	-	that	it	was	better	to	use	only	words	that	were	in	the	story	already	-	but
Fenoglio	had	just	dismissed	the	idea.	“Nonsense.	Remember	how	we	wrote	a	happy	ending	before	for	the
Steadfast	Tin	Soldier?	Did	I	stop	to	make	sure	I	was	using	only	words	out	of	his	own	story?	No,	I	didn’t.
Perhaps	that	rule	applies	to	people	like	this	man	Orpheus,	people	who	venture	to	mess	around	with	other
writers’	stories,	but	surely	not	for	an	author	setting	out	to	change	his	own!”

Meggie	hoped	he	was	right.
Fenoglio	had	crossed	out	a	good	deal,	but	his	handwriting	had	indeed	become	more	legible.	Meggie

looked	along	the	lines.	Yes,	this	time	they	were	Fenoglio’s	own	words,	not	stolen	from	any	other	writer…
“Good,	isn’t	it?”	He	dipped	a	piece	of	bread	in	the	soup	that	Minerva	had	brought	up	for	them	hours

ago	and	 looked	expectantly	 at	Meggie.	Of	 course	 the	 soup	was	cold.	Neither	of	 them	could	have	even
thought	of	eating	until	now,	and	Rosenquartz	was	 the	only	one	who	had	drunk	some	of	 the	soup.	 It	had
made	his	whole	body	change	color,	until	Fenoglio	firmly	took	his	tiny	spoon	away	from	him	and	asked	if
he	wanted	to	kill	himself.

“Leave	that	alone,	Rosenquartz!”	he	now	added	sternly,	as	the	glass	man	reached	a	transparent	finger
out	to	his	dish	again.	“You’ve	had	quite	enough!	You	know	you	can’t	digest	human	food.	Do	you	want	me
to	have	to	take	you	back	to	that	physician	who	almost	broke	off	your	nose	last	time?”

“Eating	 sand	 all	 the	 time	 is	 so	 boring!”	 complained	 the	 glass	man,	withdrawing	his	 finger	with	 an
injured	air.	“And	the	sand	you	bring	me	isn’t	particularly	tasty,	either.”

“You	ungrateful	creature!”	thundered	Fenoglio.	“When	I	go	down	to	the	river	for	it	specially!	And	last
time	the	river-nymphs	thought	it	would	be	fun	to	pull	me	in.	I	nearly	drowned,	all	because	of	you.”

The	glass	man	seemed	unimpressed.	Still	 looking	 injured,	he	sat	down	beside	 the	 jug	full	of	quills,
closed	his	eyes,	and	pretended	to	be	asleep.

“Two	of	 them	have	already	died	on	me	 that	way!”	Fenoglio	whispered	 to	Meggie.	“They	 just	can’t
resist	our	food.	Stupid	creatures.”

But	Meggie	was	only	half	listening.	She	sat	down	on	the	bed	with	the	parchment	and	read	through	it
all	again,	word	by	word.	Rain	came	in	through	the	window,	as	if	to	remind	her	of	another	night	-	the	night
when	she	first	heard	of	Fenoglio’s	book	and	saw	Dustfinger	standing	outside	in	the	rain.	Dustfinger	had



looked	happy	in	the	castle	courtyard.	Fenoglio	was	happy,	too,	and	Farid,	and	Minerva	and	her	children.
And	it	must	stay	that	way.	I’ll	read	this	for	all	of	them,	thought	Meggie.	For	the	strolling	players,	so	that
the	 Adderhead	 won’t	 hang	 them	 just	 for	 singing	 a	 song,	 for	 the	 peasants	 in	 the	 marketplace	 whose
vegetables	were	 trampled	by	 those	horses.	What	about	Her	Ugliness?	Would	 it	make	Violante	happy	to
have	a	husband	again?	Would	she	notice	that	this	was	a	different	Cosimo?	But	the	words	would	come	too
late	for	the	Prince	of	Sighs.	He	would	never	hear	of	his	son’s	return..

“Well,	say	something!”	Fenoglio’s	voice	sounded	unsure	of	itself.	“Don’t	you	like	it?”
“Oh	yes.	Yes,	I	do.	It’s	lovely.”
Relief	spread	over	his	face.	“Then	what	are	you	waiting	for?”
“About	the	mark	on	her	face	-	oh,	I	don’t	know	-	it	sounds	like	magic,	like	an	inkspell.”
“Oh,	come	on.	I	think	it’s	romantic,	and	that	never	hurts.”
“If	you	say	so.	It’s	your	story.”	Meggie	shrugged	her	shoulders.	“But	 there’s	one	more	 thing.	Who’s

going	to	disappear	when	he	arrives?”
Fenoglio	 went	 pale.	 “Heavens,	 I’d	 entirely	 forgotten	 about	 that.	 Rosenquartz,	 go	 and	 hide	 in	 your

nest!”	he	told	the	glass	man.	“Luckily,	the	fairies	are	out.”
“That’s	no	use,”	 said	Meggie	quietly,	 as	 the	glass	man	made	his	way	up	 to	 the	empty	 fairies’	nest,

where	he	used	to	sulk	and	sometimes	sleep.	“Hiding	is	no	use	at	all.”
The	sound	of	a	horse’s	hooves	rose	to	them	from	the	street	outside.	One	of	the	men-at-arms	was	riding

by.	Obviously,	the	Piper	wasn’t	going	to	let	the	people	of	Ombra	forget	who	their	new	master	truly	was,
even	in	their	sleep.

“Well,	 there’s	a	 sign	 for	us!”	Fenoglio	whispered	 to	Meggie.	“If	 that	man	disappears,	he’s	no	 loss.
Anyway,	how	do	you	know	anyone	will	disappear	at	all?	I	think	it	happens	only	if	you	read	someone	here
who	leaves	a	gap	to	be	filled	in	his	own	story.	But	our	new	Cosimo	has	no	story	of	his	own!	He	was	born
here,	today,	from	these	words!”

Well,	he	might	be	right.
The	clatter	of	the	hooves	mingled	with	the	sound	of	Meggie’s	voice.	“It	was	a	quiet	night	in	Ombra,

very	 quiet,”	 she	 read.	 “The	wounds	 inflicted	 by	 the	men-at-arms	 had	 not	 yet	 healed,	 and	many	 never
would.”	And	suddenly	she	forgot	about	the	fear	she	had	felt	in	the	morning	and	again	thought	only	of	her
anger.	She	had	felt	so	angry	with	men	who	encased	themselves	in	armor	and	kicked	women	and	children
in	 the	back	with	 their	 iron	shoes.	The	anger	made	her	voice	strong	and	full,	 ready	 to	awaken	new	life.
“Doors	and	shutters	were	bolted,	and	behind	them	the	children	cried,	as	quietly	as	if	fear	itself	kept	their
mouths	shut,	while	their	parents	peered	out	into	the	night,	fearfully	wondering	how	dark	the	future	would
be	 under	 their	 new	 master.	 But	 suddenly,	 hoofbeats	 echoed	 down	 the	 alley	 where	 the	 cobblers	 and
saddlers	lived.”	How	easily	the	words	came	now!	They	flowed	over	Meggie’s	tongue	as	if	they	had	been
just	waiting	to	be	read	aloud,	to	be	brought	to	life	this	very	night.	“People	hurried	to	their	windows.	They
looked	out	in	fear,	expecting	to	see	one	of	the	men-at-arms	or	even	the	Piper	himself	with	his	silver	nose,
but	someone	else	came	riding	up	 to	 the	castle,	and	 the	sight	of	him,	 familiar	as	 it	was,	yet	 turned	 their
faces	 pale.	 For	 the	 new	 arrival	who	 came	 riding	 through	 sleepless	Ombra	 bore	 the	 face	 of	 their	 dead
prince,	Cosimo	the	Fair,	who	had	been	resting	in	his	crypt	so	long.

“His	likeness	rode	down	the	street	on	a	white	horse,	and	he	was	as	handsome	as	all	the	songs	about
the	 fair	Cosimo	said.	He	 rode	 through	 the	castle	gateway	with	 the	Adderhead’s	banner	 flying	above	 it,
reined	in	his	horse	in	the	quiet	nocturnal	courtyard,	and	for	all	who	saw	him	there	in	the	moonlight,	sitting
erect	on	his	white	horse,	it	was	as	if	Cosimo	had	never	been	away.	Then	all	the	weeping	was	over,	the
weeping	and	the	fear.	The	people	of	Ombra	rejoiced,	and	others	came	from	the	most	remote	villages	to
see	the	man	who	bore	a	dead	prince’s	face,	and	they	whispered,	‘Cosimo	is	back.	Cosimo	the	Fair	has
come	back	to	take	his	father’s	place	and	protect	Ombra	from	the	Adderhead.’

“And	so	it	was.	The	savior	of	the	city	ascended	the	throne,	and	the	birthmark	on	Her	Ugliness’s	face



faded.	Cosimo	the	Fair	had	his	father’s	court	poet	summoned	and	asked	his	advice,	for	he	had	been	told
how	wise	a	man	he	was,	and	now	a	great	new	age	began.”

Meggie	lowered	the	parchment.	A	great	new	age…
Fenoglio	hurried	to	the	window.	Meggie	had	heard	the	sound,	too	-	hoofbeats	-	but	she	did	not	rise	to

her	feet.
“That	must	be	him!”	whispered	Fenoglio.	“He’s	coming,	oh,	Meggie,	he’s	coming!	Listen!”
But	Meggie	 still	 sat	 there	 looking	 at	 the	written	words	on	her	 lap.	 It	 seemed	 to	her	 that	 they	were

breathing.	Paper	made	flesh,	ink	made	blood…Suddenly	she	was	tired,	so	tired	that	it	seemed	much	too
far	to	walk	to	the	window.	She	felt	like	a	child	who	had	climbed	down	into	the	cellar	all	alone	and	now
felt	scared.	If	only	Mo	were	here…

“Any	moment	now!	He’ll	be	riding	by	any	moment	now!”	Fenoglio	leaned	so	far	out	of	the	window
that	he	was	in	danger	of	falling	headfirst	into	the	alley.	At	least	he	was	still	here	-	he	hadn’t	disappeared
the	way	he	did	when	she	summoned	the	Shadow.	But	where	else	would	he	have	gone?	Meggie	wondered.
There	seemed	to	be	only	one	story	left,	this	story,	Fenoglio’s	story.	And	it	seemed	to	have	no	beginning
and	no	end.

“Come	 on,	Meggie!”	 In	 great	 excitement,	 he	 beckoned	 her	 over.	 “You	 read	 it	wonderfully,	 oh	 yes,
wonderfully	well!	But	 I	 suppose	you	know	that.	Some	of	 the	phrases	weren’t	among	 the	best	 I’ve	ever
written,	it	was	a	little	clumsy	here	and	there,	a	little	more	dramatic	color	wouldn’t	have	hurt,	but	never
mind,	it	worked!	It	definitely	worked!”

There	was	a	knock.
A	knock	on	the	door.	Rosenquartz	peered	out	of	his	nest,	his	face	anxious,	and	Fenoglio	turned,	both

alarmed	and	annoyed.
“Meggie?”	whispered	a	voice.	“Are	you	there,	Meggie?”
It	was	Farid.
“What	does	he	want	here?”	Fenoglio	uttered	a	 less	 than	delicate	curse.	“Send	him	away.	We	really

can’t	do	with	having	him	around	just	now.	Oh	-	oh,	look!	Here	he	comes!	Meggie,	you’re	an	enchantress!”
The	 hoofbeats	 were	 louder	 now.	 But	 Meggie	 did	 not	 go	 to	 the	 window;	 she	 walked	 to	 the	 door

instead.	Farid	was	 standing	outside,	 his	 face	downcast.	He	 looked	 almost	 as	 if	 he’d	been	 crying.	 “It’s
Gwin,	Meggie…Gwin’s	back,”	he	 stammered.	“I	don’t	know	how	he	 found	me!	 I	even	 threw	stones	 to
make	him	go	away.”

“Meggie!”	Fenoglio’s	voice	sounded	worse	than	merely	irritated.	“Where	are	you?”
Without	a	word,	she	took	Farid’s	hand	and	drew	him	over	to	the	window	with	her.
A	white	horse	was	coming	up	the	narrow	alley.	Its	rider	had	black	hair,	and	his	face	was	as	young	and

handsome	as	 the	 face	of	 the	statues	 in	 the	castle,	but	his	eyes	were	not	 stony	white;	 instead,	 they	were
bright	and	as	dark	as	his	hair.	He	was	looking	around	as	if	he	had	just	woken	from	a	dream,	and	one	that
didn’t	entirely	fit	in	with	what	he	now	saw.

“Cosimo!”	whispered	Farid,	bewildered.	“The	dead	Cosimo.”
“Not	 exactly,”	 Fenoglio	 whispered	 back.	 “First,	 he	 isn’t	 dead,	 as	 you	 can	 see	 for	 yourself,	 and

second,	 he’s	 not	 that	 Cosimo.	 He’s	 a	 new	 one,	 a	 brand-new	 one,	 and	 Meggie	 and	 I	 have	 made	 him
between	us.	Of	course	no	one	else	will	notice.”

“Not	even	his	wife?”
“Well,	maybe	she	will!	But	who	cares	about	that?	She	hardly	ever	leaves	the	castle.”
Cosimo	 reined	 in	his	horse	 just	 a	 foot	or	 two	 from	Minerva’s	house.	 Instinctively,	Meggie	 stepped

back	from	the	window.	“What	about	him?”	she	whispered.	“Who	does	he	himself	think	he	is?”
“What	 a	 question!	He	 thinks	 he’s	Cosimo,	 of	 course!”	 replied	Fenoglio	 impatiently.	 “Don’t	 get	me

confused,	for	heaven’s	sake!	All	we’ve	done	is	make	sure	the	story	goes	on	the	way	I	originally	planned
it,	no	more	and	no	less!”



Cosimo	turned	in	his	saddle	and	stared	back	down	the	street	the	way	he	had	come	-	as	if	he	had	lost
something	 but	 forgotten	 what	 it	 was.	 Then	 he	 clicked	 his	 tongue	 softly	 and	 urged	 his	 horse	 on,	 past
Minerva’s	 husband’s	 workshop	 and	 the	 narrow	 house	 where	 the	 physician	 lived.	 Fenoglio	 often
complained	of	the	man’s	lack	of	skill	in	pulling	teeth.

“That’s	not	a	good	idea.”	Farid	retreated	from	the	window	as	if	the	Devil	himself	had	gone	riding	by.
“It’s	bad	luck	to	summon	the	dead.”

“He	never	was	dead,	damn	it	all!”	snapped	Fenoglio.	“How	often	do	I	have	to	explain?	He	was	born
this	very	day,	from	my	words	and	Meggie’s	voice,	so	don’t	talk	such	nonsense.	What	are	you	doing	here
anyway?	Since	when	do	people	come	visiting	decent	girls	in	the	middle	of	the	night?”

Farid’s	face	flushed	dark	red.	Then	he	turned	without	a	word	and	went	to	the	door.
“Leave	him	alone!	He	can	visit	me	whenever	he	likes!”	Meggie	told	Fenoglio	sharply.	The	stairs	were

slippery	with	rain,	and	she	didn’t	catch	up	with	Farid	until	he	had	reached	the	last	step.	He	looked	so	sad.
“What	did	you	tell	Dustfinger?	Did	you	tell	him	how	Gwin	followed	us?”
“No,	I	didn’t	dare.”	Farid	leaned	against	the	wall	of	the	house	and	closed	his	eyes.	“You	should	have

seen	his	face	when	he	saw	the	marten.	Do	you	think	he’ll	have	to	die	now,	Meggie?”
She	put	out	her	hand	and	touched	his	face.	He	really	had	been	crying.	She	could	feel	the	dried	tears	on

his	skin.
“That’s	what	Cheeseface	said!”	She	could	hardly	make	out	the	words	he	was	whispering.	“He	said	I’d

bring	him	bad	luck.”
“What	are	you	talking	about?	Dustfinger	should	be	glad	to	have	you!”
Farid	looked	up	at	the	sky.	Rain	was	still	falling.	“I	must	go	back,”	he	said.	“That’s	why	I	came.	To

tell	you	I	must	stay	with	him	now.	I	have	to	look	after	him	-	do	you	understand?	If	I	keep	close	by	him,
then	nothing	bad	will	happen.	You	can	visit	me,	though,	at	Roxane’s	farm!	We’re	there	most	of	the	time.
Dustfinger	is	crazy	about	her,	he	hardly	ever	leaves	her	side.	Roxane	this,	Roxane	that	…”	There	was	no
mistaking	the	jealousy	in	his	voice.

Meggie	knew	how	he	felt.	She	still	clearly	remembered	those	first	few	weeks	back	at	Elinor’s	house,
and	her	troubled	heart	when	Mo	spent	hours	going	for	walks	with	Resa	and	didn’t	even	ask	if	she	would
like	to	come,	too.	She	remembered	what	it	felt	like	to	stand	outside	a	closed	door	and	hear	her	father’s
laughter	on	 the	other	 side,	 laughter	meant	not	 for	her	but	 for	her	mother.	 “Why	do	you	 look	 like	 that?”
Elinor	had	asked	once,	when	she	found	Meggie	watching	the	two	of	them	in	the	garden.	“Half	his	heart
still	 belongs	 to	you.	 Isn’t	 that	 enough?”	She	had	 felt	 so	ashamed.	At	 least	Farid	was	only	 jealous	of	 a
stranger.	She’d	been	jealous	of	her	own	mother.

“Please,	Meggie!	 I	must	 stay	with	 him.	Who	 else	 is	 going	 to	 look	 after	 him?	Roxane?	She	doesn’t
know	anything	about	the	marten,	and	anyway…”

Meggie	turned	her	head	away	so	that	he	wouldn’t	see	her	disappointment.	Bother	Gwin!	She	traced
small	circles	on	the	damp	ground	with	her	toe.

“You	will	come,	won’t	you?”	Farid	took	her	hands.	“There	are	wonderful	plants	growing	in	Roxane’s
fields,	 and	 she	has	a	goose	who	 thinks	 she’s	 a	watchdog,	 and	an	old	horse.	 Jehan,	 that’s	her	 son,	 says
there’s	a	linchetto	living	in	the	stable,	don’t	ask	me	what	a	linchetto	is,	but	Jehan	says	if	you	fart	at	it,	it
runs	away.	Well,	Jehan’s	still	just	a	baby,	but	I	think	you’d	like	him.	…”

“Is	he	Dustfinger’s	son?”	Meggie	tucked	her	hair	back	behind	her	ear	and	tried	to	smile.
“No,	but	guess	what?	Roxane	thinks	I	am.	Imagine	that!	Please,	Meggie!	Come	to	Roxane’s,	do!”	He

put	his	hands	on	her	shoulders	and	kissed	her	full	on	her	mouth.	His	skin	was	wet	with	rain.	When	she
didn’t	pull	away,	he	took	her	face	between	his	hands	and	kissed	her	again,	on	her	forehead,	on	her	nose,
on	her	mouth	once	more.	“You	will	come,	won’t	you?	Promise!”	he	whispered.

Then	he	ran	away,	fleet-footed	as	always,	ever	since	the	day	Meggie	had	first	set	eyes	on	him.	“You
must	come!”	he	called	back	to	her	once	more,	before	disappearing	into	the	dark	passage	leading	out	to	the



street.	“Maybe	you’d	better	stay	with	us	for	a	while	-	Dustfinger	and	me,	I	mean!	That	old	man	is	crazy.
You	don’t	go	playing	games	with	the	dead!”

Then	he	had	gone,	and	Meggie	was	leaning	against	the	wall	of	Minerva’s	house,	where	Farid	had	been
standing	a	moment	ago.	She	passed	her	fingers	over	her	mouth,	as	if	she	must	make	sure	that	Farid’s	kiss
had	not	changed	it	in	some	way.

“Meggie?”	Fenoglio	was	standing	at	the	top	of	the	stairs,	a	lantern	in	his	hand.	“What	are	you	doing
down	there?	Has	the	boy	gone?	What	did	he	want?	Standing	around	in	the	dark	there	with	you!”

Meggie	 did	 not	 reply.	 She	 didn’t	 want	 to	 talk	 to	 anyone.	 She	 just	 wanted	 to	 listen	 to	 what	 her
bewildered	heart	was	telling	her.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
31	Elinor

Out	 in	 the	world	 not	much	happened.	But	 here	 in	 the	 special	 night,	 a	 land	 bricked	with	 paper	 and
leather,	anything	might	happen,	always	did.

Ray	Bradbury,	Something	Wicked	This	Way	Comes
Elinor	 spent	 a	 couple	 of	 miserable	 days	 and	 nights	 in	 her	 cellar.	 The	 man	 built	 like	 a	 wardrobe

brought	them	something	to	eat	morning	and	evening	-	at	least,	they	assumed	it	was	morning	and	evening,
always	supposing	that	Darius’s	watch	was	still	keeping	time.	When	the	bulky	figure	first	appeared	with
bread	and	a	plastic	bottle	of	water,	she	had	thrown	the	bottle	at	his	head.	Or	rather,	she’d	tried	to,	but	the
colossus	ducked	just	in	time	and	the	bottle	burst	against	the	wall.

“Never	 again,	 Darius!”	 Elinor	 whispered	 when	 the	 wardrobe-man,	 grunting	 contemptuously,	 had
locked	them	in	once	more.	“I	was	never	going	to	let	myself	be	locked	up	again,	that’s	what	I	swore	back
in	 that	 stinking	 cage,	 when	 those	 arsonists	 walked	 past	 the	 bars	 with	 their	 rifles	 and	 flicked	 burning
cigarette	butts	in	my	face.	And	now	here	I	am	locked	up	in	my	own	cellar!”

On	the	first	night,	she’d	gotten	up	from	the	air	mattress,	which	made	all	her	bones	ache,	and	thrown
cans	of	food	against	the	wall.	Darius	just	crouched	there	on	the	blanket	he	had	spread	out	over	the	cushion
for	the	garden	bench,	looking	at	her	wide-eyed.	By	the	afternoon	of	the	second	day	-	or	was	it	the	third?	-
Elinor	was	breaking	jars,	sobbing	when	she	cut	her	fingers	on	the	glass.	Darius	was	just	sweeping	up	the
broken	pieces	when	the	wardrobe-man	came	to	fetch	her.	Darius	tried	to	follow,	but	 the	wardrobe-man
pushed	his	thin	chest	so	roughly	that	he	stumbled	and	fell	among	the	olives,	preserved	tomatoes,	and	all
the	other	things	that	had	spilled	out	of	the	jars	when	Elinor	smashed	them.

“Bastard!”	she	snapped	at	the	colossus,	but	he	just	grinned,	pleased	as	a	child	who	has	knocked	down
a	tower	of	building	bricks,	and	hummed	to	himself	as	he	led	Elinor	to	her	library.	Who	says	bad	people
can’t	be	happy,	too?	she	thought	as	he	opened	the	door	and	jerked	his	head,	indicating	that	she	should	go
in.

Her	library	was	a	shocking	sight.	There	were	dirty	mugs	and	plates	strewn	around	everywhere	-	on
the	windowsill,	on	the	carpet,	even	on	the	glass	cases	containing	her	greatest	treasures	-	and	that	wasn’t
the	worst	of	it.	Her	books	were	the	worst.	Hardly	any	of	them	were	still	in	their	right	places.	They	were
stacked	on	the	floor	among	the	unwashed	coffee	mugs,	they	were	scattered	in	front	of	the	windows.	Many
even	 lay	 flat	 on	 the	 floor,	 open,	 their	 spines	 upward.	Elinor	 couldn’t	 bear	 to	 look!	Didn’t	 the	monster
know	that	was	the	way	to	break	a	book’s	neck?

If	he	did,	it	didn’t	bother	him.	Orpheus	was	sitting	in	her	favorite	armchair,	his	dreadful	dog	beside
him	 holding	 something	 between	 its	 paws	 that	 looked	 suspiciously	 like	 one	 of	 her	 gardening	 shoes.	 Its
master	had	draped	his	plump	legs	over	one	arm	of	the	chair	and	was	holding	a	beautifully	illustrated	book
about	fairies	that	Elinor	had	bought	in	an	auction	only	two	months	ago,	paying	such	a	high	price	that	it	had
made	Darius	bury	his	head	in	his	hands.

“That,”	she	said,	her	voice	trembling	slightly,	“that	is	a	very,	very	valuable	book.”
Orpheus	turned	his	head	to	her	and	smiled.	It	was	the	smile	of	a	naughty	boy.	“I	know!”	he	said	in	his

velvety	voice.	“You	have	very,	very	many	valuable	books,	Signora	Loredan.”
“Yes,	indeed,”	replied	Elinor	icily.	“That’s	why	I	don’t	stack	them	any	old	way,	like	egg	cartons	or

slices	of	cheese.	Each	has	its	own	place.”
This	observation	only	made	Orpheus	smile	even	more	broadly.	He	closed	the	book,	after	dog-earing



one	of	the	pages.	Elinor	drew	in	her	breath	sharply.
“Books	aren’t	glass	vases,	dear	lady,”	said	Orpheus	as	he	sat	up	in	the	chair.	“They’re	not	as	fragile

or	as	decorative.	They’re	just	books!	It’s	their	contents	that	matter,	and	their	contents	won’t	fall	out	if	you
stack	them	in	a	pile.”	He	ran	his	hand	over	his	smooth	hair,	as	if	afraid	his	parting	might	have	slipped.
“Sugar	says	you	wanted	to	speak	to	me?”

Elinor	cast	an	incredulous	glance	at	the	wardrobe-man.	“Sugar?”
The	giant	 smiled,	 revealing	 such	an	extraordinary	collection	of	bad	 teeth	 that	Elinor	didn’t	have	 to

wonder	how	he	got	his	nickname.
“I	certainly	do.	I’ve	been	wanting	to	speak	to	you	for	days.	I	insist	on	being	let	out	of	the	cellar	-	and

my	librarian,	too!	I’m	sick	of	having	to	pee	in	a	bucket	in	my	own	house,	and	not	knowing	whether	it’s	day
or	night.	I	order	you	to	bring	my	niece	and	her	husband	back.	They’re	in	the	greatest	danger,	and	it’s	all
your	fault,	and	I	order	you	to	keep	your	fat	fingers	off	my	books,	damn	it!”

Elinor	shut	her	mouth	-	and	cursed	herself	with	every	curse	she	could	call	to	mind.	Oh	no!	What	was
Darius	always	telling	her?	What	had	she	told	herself	hundreds	of	times,	lying	down	there	on	that	horrible
air	mattress?	Control	yourself,	Elinor,	be	cunning,	Elinor,	watch	your	tongue	-	all	useless.	She	had	burst
like	a	balloon	blown	up	too	far.

But	 Orpheus	 still	 sat	 there,	 with	 his	 legs	 crossed	 and	 that	 impudent	 smile	 on	 his	 face.	 “I	 could
probably	bring	them	back.	Yes,	probably!”	he	said,	patting	his	dog’s	ugly	head.	“But	why	should	I?”	His
fat	fingers	stroked	the	cover	of	 the	book	he	had	just	so	cruelly	dog-eared.	“A	handsome	cover,	 isn’t	 it?
Rather	sentimental,	perhaps,	and	I	don’t	think	of	fairies	quite	like	that,	but	all	the	same	…”

“Yes,	yes,	I	know	it’s	handsome,	but	I’m	not	interested	in	the	cover	just	now!”	Elinor	was	trying	not	to
raise	 her	 voice,	 but	 she	 simply	 couldn’t	 keep	 it	 down.	 “If	 you	 can	 really	 bring	 them	 back,	 then	 for
heaven’s	sake	get	a	move	on	and	do	it!	Before	it’s	too	late.	The	old	woman	is	going	to	kill	him,	didn’t	you
hear	her?	She’s	going	to	kill	Mortimer!”

His	expression	indifferent,	Orpheus	straightened	his	crumpled	tie.	“Well,	he	killed	Mortola’s	son,	as
far	as	I	can	make	out.	An	eye	for	an	eye,	a	tooth	for	a	tooth,	as	another	-	not	entirely	unknown	-	book	so
forcibly	puts	it.”

“Her	son	was	a	murderer!”	Elinor	clenched	her	fists.	She	wanted	to	rush	at	the	moon-face	and	snatch
her	 book	 from	 his	 hands,	 hands	 that	 looked	 as	 soft	 and	 white	 as	 if	 they	 had	 never	 in	 their	 life	 done
anything	but	turn	the	pages	of	a	book.	However,	Sugar	barred	her	way.

“Yes,	yes,	 I	know.”	Orpheus	heaved	a	heavy	sigh.	“I	know	all	about	Capricorn.	 I’ve	 read	 the	book
telling	his	story	more	times	than	I	can	count,	and	I	have	to	say	he	was	a	very	good	villain,	one	of	the	best	I
ever	met	in	the	realm	of	the	written	word.	Just	killing	someone	like	that	-	well,	if	you	ask	me,	it’s	almost	a
crime.	Although	I’m	glad	of	it	for	Dustfinger.”

Oh,	if	only	she	could	have	hit	him	just	once,	on	his	broad	nose,	on	his	smiling	mouth!
“Capricorn	had	Mortimer	abducted!	He	captured	his	daughter	and	kept	his	wife	a	prisoner	for	years

on	end!”	Tears	of	rage	and	helplessness	came	into	Elinor’s	eyes.	“Please,	Mr.	Orpheus	or	whatever	your
real	name	is!”	She	put	all	her	strength	and	self-control	into	sounding	reasonably	friendly.	“Please!	Bring
them	back,	and	while	you’re	at	it	please	bring	Meggie	back,	too,	before	she	gets	trodden	on	by	a	giant	or
impaled	on	a	spear	in	that	story.”

Orpheus	 leaned	back	and	 looked	at	her	as	 if	 she	were	a	picture	on	an	easel.	How	naturally	he	had
taken	over	her	armchair	-	as	if	Elinor	herself	had	never	sat	there	with	Meggie	beside	her,	or	with	Resa	on
her	lap	when	she	was	still	tiny,	so	many	years	ago.	Elinor	bit	back	her	fury.	Control	yourself,	Elinor,	she
thought,	as	she	kept	her	eyes	fixed	on	Orpheus’s	pale,	bespectacled	face.	Control	yourself!	For	the	sake	of
Mortimer,	and	Resa,	and	Meggie!

Orpheus	cleared	his	throat.	“I	don’t	know	what’s	bothering	you,”	he	said,	examining	his	fingernails,
which	were	bitten	like	a	schoolboy’s.	“I	envy	all	three	of	them!”



It	 was	 a	moment	 before	 Elinor	 realized	what	 he	was	 talking	 about.	 Only	when	 he	went	 on	 did	 it
become	clear.

“What	makes	 you	 think	 they	want	 to	 come	back?”	he	 asked	 softly.	 “If	 I	were	 there	 I	 never	would!
There’s	 nowhere	 in	 this	world	 I’ve	 ever	wanted	 to	be	half	 as	much	 as	on	 the	hill	where	 the	Laughing
Prince’s	castle	lies.	I’ve	walked	through	Ombra	market	countless	times,	I’ve	looked	up	at	the	towers	and
the	banners	with	 the	 lion	emblem.	 I’ve	 imagined	what	 it	would	be	 like	 to	wander	 through	 the	Wayless
Wood	and	watch	Dustfinger	stealing	honey	from	the	fire-elves.	I’ve	pictured	the	minstrel	woman	he	loves,
Roxane.	I’ve	stood	in	Capricorn’s	fortress	smelling	the	potions	that	Mortola	brewed	from	monkshood	and
hemlock.	The	Adderhead’s	 castle	 often	 figures	 in	my	dreams,	 even	 today.	Sometimes	 I’m	 in	one	of	 its
dungeons,	 sometimes	 I’m	 stealing	 in	 through	 the	 gate	 with	 Dustfinger	 and	 looking	 up	 at	 the	 heads	 of
minstrels	set	there	on	pikes	by	the	Adderhead	for	singing	the	wrong	song	…	By	all	the	words	and	letters
in	the	world,	when	Mortola	told	me	her	name	I	thought	she	was	crazy!	Yes,	she	and	Basta	did	look	like	the
characters	 they	claimed	to	be,	but	could	it	really	be	true	that	someone	had	brought	them	here	out	of	my
favorite	 book?	Were	 there	 other	 people	who	 could	 read	 aloud	 the	way	 I	 can?	 I	 didn’t	 believe	 it	 until
Dustfinger	came	up	to	me	in	that	musty,	ramshackle	library.	Oh	God,	how	my	heart	beat	when	I	saw	his
face	with	 the	 three	pale	scars	 left	by	Basta’s	knife!	It	beat	 faster	 than	on	 the	day	I	 first	kissed	a	girl.	 It
really	was	 him,	 the	melancholy	 hero	 of	my	 very	 favorite	 book.	And	 I	 helped	 him	 to	 disappear	 into	 it
again,	but	what	about	me?	Hopeless.”	He	laughed,	a	sad	and	bitter	laugh.	“I	just	hope	he	doesn’t	have	to
die	the	death	that	 idiot	of	an	author	 intended	for	him.	No,	he	can’t!	He’ll	be	all	right,	I’m	sure	he	will.
After	 all,	Capricorn	 is	dead	and	Basta’s	 a	 coward.	Do	you	know,	 I	wrote	 to	 that	Fenoglio,	 the	author,
when	I	was	twelve,	 telling	him	he	must	change	his	story,	or	at	 least	write	a	sequel	 in	which	Dustfinger
comes	back?	He	never	answered	my	letter,	any	more	than	Inkheart	ever	had	a	sequel.	Oh	well.”	Orpheus
sighed	deeply.

Dustfinger,	 Dustfinger…Elinor	 compressed	 her	 lips.	Who	 cared	 what	 happened	 to	 the	 matchstick-
eater?	Keep	calm,	Elinor,	don’t	go	off	the	deep	end	again,	you	must	be	clever	now,	clever,	go	carefully…
Easier	said	than	done.

“Listen,	if	you’d	like	to	be	in	that	book	so	much”	-	and	this	time	she	really	did	manage	to	make	her
voice	sound	as	if	what	she	was	saying	didn’t	matter	all	that	much	to	her	-	“then	why	not	just	bring	Meggie
back?	She	knows	how	you	can	read	yourself	into	a	story.	She’s	done	it!	I’m	sure	she	can	tell	you	how	to
do	it	or	read	you	over	there,	too.”

Orpheus’s	 round	 face	 darkened	 so	 suddenly	 that	 Elinor	 immediately	 knew	 she	 had	 made	 a	 bad
mistake.	How	could	she	have	forgotten	what	a	vain,	conceited	creature	he	was?

“No	 one,”	 said	Orpheus	 softly,	 rising	 slowly	 and	menacingly	 from	 her	 chair,	 “no	 one	 can	 tell	me
anything	about	the	art	of	reading.	Certainly	not	a	little	girl!”

Now	he’ll	put	you	straight	back	in	the	cellar,	thought	Elinor.	What	am	I	going	to	do?	Think,	Elinor,	try
to	 find	 the	 right	 answer	 in	 your	 silly	 head!	Do	 something!	Surely	 you	 can	 think	up	 something!	 “Oh,	 of
course	not!”	she	stammered.	“No	one	but	you	could	have	read	Dustfinger	back.	No	one.	But	-“

“No	buts.	You	watch	out.”	Orpheus	posed	as	if	he	were	about	to	sing	an	aria	onstage	and	picked	up
the	book	lying	on	the	chair	where	he	had	so	carelessly	put	it	down.	He	opened	it	right	where	the	dog-ear
disfigured	the	creamy	white	page,	ran	the	tip	of	his	tongue	over	his	lips	as	if	he	had	to	smooth	them	so	that
the	words	would	flow	freely	-	and	then	his	voice	filled	Elinor’s	library	again,	the	captivating	voice	that
did	not	suit	his	outward	appearance	in	the	least.	Orpheus	read	as	if	he	were	letting	his	favorite	food	melt
in	 his	mouth,	 relishing	 it,	 greedy	 for	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 letters,	 pearls	melting	 on	 his	 tongue,	words	 like
seeds	from	which	he	was	making	life	emerge.

Perhaps	he	 really	was	 the	greatest	master	 ever	of	his	 art.	He	certainly	practiced	 it	with	 the	utmost
passion.

“There	 is	 a	 tale	 of	 a	 certain	 shepherd,	 Tudur	 of	 Llangollen,	 who	 came	 across	 a	 troop	 of	 faeries,



dancing	 to	 the	 tune	of	 a	 tiny	 fiddler.”	A	 faint	 chirping	 sound	 arose	behind	Elinor,	 but	when	 she	 turned
around	there	was	no	one	to	be	seen	but	Sugar,	listening	to	Orpheus’s	voice	with	a	bewildered	expression
on	 his	 face.	 “Tudur	 tried	 to	 resist	 the	 enchanting	 strains,	 but	 finally,	 throwing	 his	 cap	 in	 the	 air	 and
shouting,	‘Now	for	it,	then,	play	away,	old	devil!’	he	joined	in.”

The	 fiddling	 grew	 shriller	 and	 shriller,	 and	 when	 Elinor	 turned	 around	 this	 time	 she	 saw	 a	 man
standing	in	her	library,	surrounded	by	small	creatures	dressed	in	leaves	and	prancing	around	on	his	bare
feet	 like	 a	 dancing	bear,	while	 a	 step	or	 so	 away	 a	 tiny	 little	 thing	with	 a	 bellflower	on	 its	 head	was
playing	a	fiddle	hardly	larger	than	an	acorn.

“Immediately,	 a	 pair	 of	 horns	 appeared	 on	 the	 fiddler’s	 head	 and	 a	 tail	 sprouted	 from	beneath	 his
coat!”	Orpheus	 let	his	voice	 swell	until	he	was	almost	 singing.	“The	dancing	sprites	 turned	 into	goats,
dogs,	cats,	and	foxes,	and	they	and	Tudur	spun	around	in	a	dizzying	frenzy.”

Elinor	pressed	her	hands	to	her	mouth.	There	they	were,	emerging	from	behind	the	armchair,	leaping
over	 the	stacks	of	books,	dancing	on	 the	open	pages	with	 their	muddy	hooves.	The	dog	 jumped	up	and
barked	at	them.

“Stop	it!”	Elinor	cried	to	Orpheus.	“Stop	it	at	once!”
He	closed	the	book	with	a	triumphant	smile.
“Chase	them	out	into	the	garden!”	he	told	Sugar,	who	was	standing	there	transfixed.	Confused,	the	man

groped	his	way	over	to	the	door,	opened	it	-	and	let	the	whole	troop	dance	past	him,	fiddling,	screeching,
barking,	bleating,	on	down	Elinor’s	corridor	and	past	her	bedroom,	until	the	noise	gradually	died	away.

“No	one,”	repeated	Orpheus,	and	now	there	was	not	 the	smallest	 trace	of	a	smile	to	be	seen	on	his
round	 face,	 “no	one	can	 teach	Orpheus	anything	about	 the	 art	 of	 reading.	And	did	you	notice?	Nothing
disappeared!	Maybe	a	few	bookworms	if	there	are	any	in	your	library,	maybe	a	couple	of	flies…”

“Maybe	a	couple	of	motorists	down	on	the	road,”	added	Elinor	in	a	hoarse	voice,	but	unfortunately
there	was	no	hiding	the	fact	that	she	was	impressed.

“Maybe!”	 said	 Orpheus,	 carelessly	 shrugging	 his	 round	 shoulders.	 “But	 that	 wouldn’t	 make	 any
difference	to	my	mastery,	would	it?	And	now	I	hope	you	understand	something	about	the	art	of	cooking,
because	I’m	sick	and	tired	of	what	Sugar	serves	up.	And	I’m	hungry.	I’m	always	hungry	when	I’ve	been
reading	aloud.”

“Cooking?”	Elinor	practically	 choked	on	her	 rage.	 “You	expect	me	 to	 act	 as	your	 cook	 in	my	own
house?”

“Well,	 of	 course.	Make	 yourself	 useful.	 Or	 do	 you	want	 to	 give	 Sugar	 the	 idea	 that	 you	 and	 your
stammering	friend	are	superfluous	 to	requirements?	He’s	 in	a	bad	mood,	anyway,	because	he	hasn’t	yet
found	anything	worth	stealing	in	your	house.	No,	we	really	don’t	want	to	put	any	stupid	notions	into	his
head,	do	we?”

Elinor	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 tried	 to	 control	 her	 trembling	 knees.	 “No.	No,	we	 don’t,”	 she	 said,
turned	-	and	went	into	the	kitchen.
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So	she	placed	the	healing	herb	In	his	mouth	-	he	slept	straightaway.	She	covered	him	most	carefully.
He	still	slept	on	the	livelong	day.

Wolfram	von	Eschenbach,	Parsifal
Resa	and	Mo	were	alone	in	the	cave	when	they	came	in:	two	women	and	four	men.	Two	of	the	men

had	been	sitting	by	the	fire	with	Cloud-Dancer:	Sootbird	the	fire-eater	and	Twofingers.	His	face	was	no
friendlier	by	daylight,	and	the	others,	too,	were	looking	so	hostile	that	Resa	instinctively	moved	closer	to
Mo.	Only	Sootbird	seemed	to	feel	awkward.

Mo	was	asleep.	He	had	slept	this	uneasy,	fevered	sleep	for	many	days	now,	and	it	made	Nettle	shake
her	 head	 anxiously.	 The	 six	 strolling	 players	 stopped	 only	 a	 few	 paces	 away	 from	 him.	 They	 loomed
between	Resa	and	the	daylight	coming	in	from	outside.	One	of	the	women	stepped	out	in	front	of	the	rest
of	them.	She	wasn’t	particularly	old,	but	her	fingers	were	crooked	like	a	bird’s	claws.

“He	must	go!”	she	said.	“Today.	He’s	not	one	of	us,	and	nor	are	you.”
“What	 do	 you	 mean?”	 Hard	 as	 Resa	 was	 trying	 to	 sound	 calm,	 her	 voice	 shook.	 “He	 can’t	 go

anywhere.	He’s	still	too	weak.”
If	only	Nettle	had	been	there!	But	she	had	gone	away	muttering	something	about	sick	children	-	and	the

root	of	an	herb	that	might	perhaps	cure	Mo’s	fever.	The	six	would	have	felt	afraid	of	Nettle,	they’d	have
been	respectful	and	timid,	but	to	the	strolling	players	Resa	was	only	a	stranger,	a	desperate	stranger	with
a	mortally	sick	husband	-	even	if	none	of	them	guessed	just	how	much	of	a	stranger	she	was	in	this	world.

“It’s	the	children…you	must	see	how	we	feel!”	The	other	woman	was	still	very	young,	and	she	was
pregnant.	She	placed	one	protective	hand	on	her	belly.	“A	man	like	him	puts	our	children	in	danger,	and
Martha’s	right,	you	don’t	even	belong	to	us.	This	is	the	only	place	where	they	let	us	stay.	No	one	drives	us
away,	but	once	they	hear	the	Bluejay	is	here,	that	will	be	over.	They’ll	say	we	were	hiding	him.”

“But	he	isn’t	this	Bluejay!	I	told	you	so	before.	And	who	do	you	mean	by	‘they’?”
Mo	 whispered	 something	 in	 his	 fever,	 his	 hand	 clutching	 Resa’s	 arm.	 She	 soothingly	 stroked	 his

forehead	and	forced	a	little	of	the	decoction	that	Nettle	had	made	between	his	lips.	Her	visitors	watched
in	silence.

“As	if	you	didn’t	know!”	said	one	of	them,	a	tall,	thin	man	shaken	by	a	dry	cough.	“The	Adderhead’s
looking	for	him.	He’ll	send	his	men-at-arms	here.	He’ll	have	us	all	hanged	for	hiding	him.”

“I’m	telling	you	again!”	Resa	took	Mo’s	hand	and	held	it	very	tight.	“He’s	not	a	robber	or	anyone	else
out	of	your	stories!	We’ve	only	been	here	a	few	days!	My	husband	is	a	bookbinder,	 that’s	his	 trade,	he
isn’t	anything	else!”

The	way	they	were	looking	at	her!
“I’ve	seldom	heard	a	worse	lie!”	The	two-fingered	man’s	mouth	twisted.	He	had	an	unpleasant	voice.

Judging	 by	 his	 brightly	 patterned	 clothing,	 he	 was	 one	 of	 the	 players	 who	 put	 on	 comic	 shows	 in
marketplaces,	 loud,	 coarse	 farces	 to	make	 the	 spectators	 laugh	all	 their	 troubles	 away.	 “What	would	a
bookbinder	be	doing	 in	Capricorn’s	old	 fortress	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	Wayless	Wood?	People	never	go
there	of	 their	own	free	will,	what	with	 the	White	Women	and	 the	other	horrors	haunting	 the	 ruins.	And
why	would	Mortola	bother	with	a	bookbinder?	Why	would	she	shoot	him	with	some	witchy	weapon	no
one’s	ever	heard	of	before?”

The	others	nodded	agreement	-	and	took	another	step	toward	Mo.	What	was	she	to	do?	What	could



she	say?	What	use	was	it	having	a	voice	if	no	one	would	listen	to	her?	“Don’t	let	it	worry	you,	not	being
able	to	speak,”	Dustfinger	had	often	told	her.	“People	tend	not	to	listen	anyway,	right?”

Perhaps	she	could	call	for	help,	but	who	was	going	to	come?	Cloud-Dancer	had	set	off	early	in	the
morning	with	Nettle,	 when	 the	 leaves	 had	 still	 been	 tinged	 red	 by	 the	 light	 of	 the	 rising	 sun,	 and	 the
women	who	brought	Resa	food	and	sometimes	kept	watch	beside	Mo	for	her,	to	let	her	get	a	few	hours’
sleep,	had	gone	down	to	the	nearby	river	with	the	children.	There	were	only	a	few	old	men	outside	the
cave,	 and	 they	 had	 come	here	 because	 they	were	 tired	 of	 other	 people	 and	were	waiting	 to	 die.	They
weren’t	likely	to	help	her.

“We	won’t	hand	him	over	to	the	Adderhead;	we’ll	just	take	him	back	to	where	Nettle	found	you.	To
that	accursed	fortress.”	It	was	the	man	with	the	cough	again.	He	had	a	raven	sitting	on	his	shoulder.	Resa
knew	such	ravens	from	the	days	when	she	had	sat	in	marketplaces	writing	documents	and	petitions	-	their
owners	trained	them	to	steal	a	few	extra	coins	while	they	were	performing	their	own	tricks.

“The	songs	say	that	the	Bluejay	protects	the	Motley	Folk,”	the	raven’s	owner	went	on.	“And	those	he’s
supposed	to	have	killed	threatened	our	women	and	children.	We	appreciate	that,	we’ve	all	sung	the	songs
about	him,	but	we’re	not	ready	to	be	strung	up	for	his	sake.”

They’d	made	up	 their	minds	 long	ago.	They	were	going	 to	 take	Mo	away.	Resa	wanted	 to	 shout	at
them,	but	she	simply	had	no	strength	left	for	shouting.	“It	will	kill	him	if	you	take	him	back	there!”	Her
voice	was	hardly	louder	than	a	whisper.

They	didn’t	care	about	that;	Resa	saw	it	in	their	eyes.	Why	should	they?	she	thought.	What	would	she
do	if	the	children	out	there	were	hers?	She	remembered	a	visit	that	the	Adderhead	had	paid	to	Capricorn’s
fortress,	 to	see	an	enemy	of	 theirs	executed.	Since	 that	day	she	had	known	what	someone	who	enjoyed
inflicting	pain	on	others	looked	like.

Before	 Resa	 could	 stop	 her,	 the	 woman	 with	 the	 clawlike	 fingers	 kneeled	 down	 beside	 Mo	 and
pushed	up	his	sleeve.	“There,	see	that?”	she	said	triumphantly.	“He	has	the	scar,	just	as	the	songs	describe
it	-	where	the	Adder’s	dogs	bit	him.”

Resa	hauled	her	away	so	violently	that	the	woman	fell	at	her	companions’	feet.	“Those	dogs	weren’t
the	Adderhead’s.	They	belonged	to	Basta!”

The	name	made	them	start	nervously,	but	all	the	same	they	didn’t	leave.	Sootbird	helped	the	woman	to
her	feet,	and	Twofingers	went	closer	to	Mo.	“Come	on!”	he	told	the	others.	“Let’s	pick	him	up.”

They	all	joined	him;	only	the	fire-eater	hesitated.
“Oh	please,	believe	me!”	Resa	pushed	 their	hands	away.	“How	can	you	 think	 I’d	 lie	 to	you?	What

thanks	would	that	be	for	all	your	help?”
No	one	took	any	notice	of	her.	Twofingers	pulled	away	the	blanket	that	Nettle	had	given	them	to	cover

Mo.	It	was	cold	in	the	cave	at	night.
“Well,	fancy	that!	Visiting	our	guests.	How	kind	of	you.”
How	they	spun	around!	Like	naughty	children	caught	in	the	act.	A	man	was	standing	in	the	entrance	to

the	 cave.	 For	 a	moment	 Resa	 thought	 it	 was	 Dustfinger	 and	wondered,	 in	 bewilderment,	 how	Cloud-
Dancer	could	possibly	have	brought	him	so	quickly.	But	then	she	saw	that	the	man	the	six	of	them	were
staring	at	so	guiltily	was	black.	Everything	about	him	was	black:	his	long	hair,	his	skin,	his	eyes,	even	his
clothes.	And	beside	him,	almost	a	head	taller,	stood	a	bear	as	black	as	his	master.

“These	must	be	the	visitors	Nettle	told	me	about,	I	expect?”	The	bear	ducked	his	head,	grunting,	as	he
followed	the	man	into	the	cave.	“She	says	they	know	an	old	friend	of	mine,	a	very	good	friend.	Dustfinger.
Of	course,	you’ve	all	heard	of	him,	haven’t	you?	And	I’m	sure	you	know	that	his	friends	have	always	been
my	friends,	too.	The	same	applies	to	his	enemies,	of	course.”

The	six	moved	aside	with	some	haste,	as	if	to	give	the	stranger	a	better	view	of	Resa.	The	fire-eater
laughed	nervously.	“Why,	what	are	you	doing	here,	Prince?”

“Oh,	this	and	that.	Why	are	there	no	guards	outside?	Do	you	think	the	brownies	have	lost	their	taste	for



our	provisions?”	He	walked	slowly	toward	them.	His	bear	dropped	to	all	fours	and	lumbered	after	him,
puffing	and	snorting,	as	if	he	didn’t	like	the	cramped	cave.

Prince!	They	called	him	“Prince.”	Of	course.	The	Black	Prince!	Fenoglio’s	book	had	 told	Resa	his
story,	and	she	had	heard	his	name	in	the	Ombra	market,	too,	from	the	maids	in	Capricorn’s	fortress,	even
from	 Capricorn’s	 men.	 Yet	 she	 had	 never	 seen	 him	 face-to-face.	 When	 Fenoglio’s	 story	 had	 first
swallowed	her	up	he	had	been	a	knife-thrower,	a	bear-tamer…and	Dustfinger’s	friend	since	 the	 two	of
them	had	been	barely	half	as	old	as	Meggie	was	now.

The	others	drew	aside	as	he	stepped	up	to	them	with	his	bear,	but	the	Prince	ignored	them.	He	looked
down	at	Resa.	There	were	three	knives	in	his	brightly	embroidered	belt:	slender,	shiny	knives,	although
no	strolling	player	was	allowed	to	carry	weapons.	“That’s	to	make	it	easier	to	skewer	them,”	Dustfinger
had	often	said	mockingly.

“Welcome	 to	 the	 Secret	 Camp,”	 said	 the	 Black	 Prince,	 his	 glance	 going	 to	 Mo’s	 bloodstained
bandages.	“Dustfinger’s	friends	are	always	welcome	here	-	even	if	it	may	not	look	like	it	just	now.”	He
looked	 ironically	 at	 the	others	 standing	 around	 there.	Only	 the	 two-fingered	man	defiantly	 returned	his
gaze,	but	then	he,	too,	bent	his	head.

The	Prince	went	on	looking	down	at	Resa.	“Where	did	you	meet	Dustfinger?”
What	was	 she	 to	 say?	 In	another	world?	The	bear	was	 sniffing	 the	bread	 lying	beside	her.	His	hot

breath,	the	breath	of	a	beast	of	prey,	made	her	shudder.	Tell	the	truth,	Resa,	she	thought.	You	don’t	have	to
say	what	world	it	happened	in.

“I	worked	as	a	maid	for	the	fire-raisers	for	several	years,”	she	said.	“I	ran	away,	but	a	snake	bit	me.
Dustfinger	found	me	and	helped	me.	I’d	have	died	but	for	him.”	Yes,	he	hid	me,	she	continued	the	story	in
her	mind,	but	Basta	and	the	others	soon	found	me,	and	they	half	killed	Dustfinger.

“What	about	your	husband?	I	hear	he’s	not	one	of	us.”	The	black	eyes	explored	her	face.	They	seemed
to	be	well	versed	in	detecting	lies.

“She	 says	 he’s	 a	 bookbinder,	 but	 we	 know	 better!”	 The	 two-fingered	 man	 spat	 out	 his	 words
contemptuously.

“So	what	do	you	know?”	The	Prince	looked	at	them,	and	they	fell	silent.
“He	is	a	bookbinder!	Give	him	paper,	glue,	and	leather,	and	once	he’s	better	he’ll	show	you.”	Don’t

cry,	Resa,	she	told	herself.	You’ve	cried	quite	enough	these	last	few	days.
The	thin	man	coughed	again.
“Very	well,	 you	heard	her.”	The	Prince	 crouched	down	beside	her	on	 the	ground.	 “These	 two	 stay

here	until	Dustfinger	arrives	to	confirm	their	story.	He’ll	soon	tell	us	if	this	is	only	a	harmless	bookbinder
or	that	robber	you’re	always	going	on	about.	Dustfinger	knows	your	husband,	too,	doesn’t	he?”

“Oh	yes,”	replied	Resa	softly.	“He’s	known	him	longer	than	he’s	known	me.”
Mo	turned	his	head	and	whispered	Meggie’s	name.
“Meggie?	 Is	 that	your	name?”	The	Prince	pushed	 the	bear’s	muzzle	 away	as	 the	 animal	 sniffed	 the

bread	again.
“It’s	our	daughter’s	name.”
“You	have	a	daughter?	How	old	is	she?”	The	bear	rolled	on	his	back	for	his	belly	to	be	scratched,	as

if	he	were	a	dog.
“Thirteen.”
“Thirteen?	Almost	the	same	age	as	Dustfinger’s	daughter.”
Dustfinger’s	daughter?	He’d	never	said	anything	to	her	about	any	daughter.
“So	why	are	you	all	still	standing	around?”	the	Prince	snapped	at	the	others.	“Bring	fresh	water!	Can’t

you	see	he’s	feverish?”
The	two	women	hurried	away,	relieved,	or	so	it	seemed	to	Resa,	to	have	a	good	reason	to	leave	the

cave.	But	the	men	stood	around	indecisively.



“Suppose	 it	 really	 is	him,	 though,	Prince?”	asked	 the	 thin	man.	“And	suppose	 the	Adderhead	hears
about	him	before	Dustfinger	gets	here?”	He	coughed	so	hard	that	he	had	to	press	his	hand	to	his	chest.

“Suppose	 he’s	who?	The	Bluejay?	Nonsense!	There’s	 probably	 no	 such	man,	 and	 even	 if	 there	 is,
since	when	have	we	given	up	people	who	are	on	our	own	side?	And	suppose	the	songs	are	true,	and	he’s
protected	your	women	and	your	children	…”

“Songs	are	never	true.”	The	two-fingered	man’s	eyebrows	were	as	dark	as	if	he	had	blackened	them
with	soot.	“He’s	probably	no	better	than	any	other	highwayman,	a	murderer	greedy	for	gold,	nothing	more.
…”

“Perhaps,	or	perhaps	not,”	retorted	the	Prince.	“I	see	only	an	injured	man	and	a	woman	asking	for	our
help.”

The	men	did	not	reply,	but	the	glances	they	cast	Mo	were	still	hostile.
“Now	get	out,	and	hurry	up	about	it!”	the	Prince	said	angrily.	“How’s	he	to	get	better	with	you	staring

at	him	like	that?	Or	do	you	think	his	wife	likes	your	ugly	mugs?	Go	and	make	yourselves	useful,	there’s
plenty	of	work	outside.”

And	they	did	go,	sullenly	slouching	away	like	men	who	had	not	done	what	they	came	to	do.
“He	isn’t	the	Bluejay!”	Resa	whispered,	when	they	had	left.
“Very	likely	not!”	The	Prince	stroked	his	bear’s	round	ears.	“But	I’m	afraid	our	friends	out	there	are

convinced	he	is.	And	the	.	Adder	has	put	a	high	price	on	the	Bluejay’s	head.”
“A	high	price?”	Resa	 looked	at	 the	entrance	 to	 the	cave.	Two	of	 the	men	were	still	 standing	 there.

“They’ll	come	back,”	she	whispered,	“and	try	to	take	him	away	after	all.”
But	the	Black	Prince	shook	his	head.
“Not	while	I’m	here.	And	I’ll	stay	until	Dustfinger	arrives.	Nettle	said	you’d	sent	him	a	message,	so	I

expect	he’ll	soon	be	here	to	tell	them	you’re	not	lying,	won’t	he?”
The	women	came	back	with	a	basin	of	water.	Resa	dipped	a	scrap	of	fabric	in	it	to	cool	Mo’s	brow.

The	pregnant	woman	leaned	over	her	and	put	a	few	dried	flowers	in	her	lap.	“Here,”	she	whispered.	“Put
this	on	his	heart.	It	brings	luck.”

Resa	stroked	the	dried	flower	heads.	“They	obey	you,”	she	said	to	the	Prince,	when	the	women	had
gone	again.	“Why?”

“Oh,	because	they’ve	chosen	me	as	their	leader,”	replied	the	Prince.	“And	because	I’m	a	very	good
knife-thrower.”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
33	FAIRYDEATH

The	 wind	 this	 evening,	 so	 eagerly	 playing	 Sounds	 like	 blades	 that	 someone	 is	 swinging	 -	 On	 the
instrument	of	the	trees	densely	growing	…

Montale,	Poems
A	first	Dustfinger	didn’t	believe	Farid	when	he	 told	him	what	he	had	seen	and	heard	 in	Fenoglio’s

room.	Even	the	old	man	couldn’t	be	crazy	enough	to	meddle	with	Death’s	handiwork.	But	then,	that	same
day,	a	couple	of	women	buying	herbs	from	Roxane	had	the	same	story	to	tell	as	the	boy:	Cosimo	the	Fair
had	come	back,	they	said,	back	from	the	dead.

“Women	 say	 the	White	Women	 fell	 so	 deeply	 in	 love	with	 him	 that	 at	 last	 they	 let	 him	 go,”	 said
Roxane.	“And	men	say	he’d	just	been	hiding	from	his	ugly	wife	for	a	while.”

Crazy	stories,	thought	Dustfinger,	but	not	half	as	crazy	as	the	truth.
The	women	had	nothing	to	say	about	Brianna.	He	didn’t	like	to	think	of	her	up	at	the	castle.	No	one

knew	what	might	happen	there	next.	It	seemed	that	the	Piper	was	still	in	Ombra	with	half	a	dozen	men-at-
arms.	Cosimo	had	sent	the	rest	of	them	out	of	the	city,	and	they	were	waiting	outside	the	walls	for	their
own	lord’s	arrival.	For	there	was	a	widespread	rumor	that	the	Adderhead	would	come	in	person	to	see
this	prince	who	had	risen	from	the	dead.	He	wasn’t	going	to	accept	the	idea	of	Cosimo’s	taking	the	throne
from	his	grandson	again	so	easily.

“I’ll	ride	to	Ombra	myself	and	see	how	she	is,”	said	Roxane.	“They	probably	wouldn’t	even	let	you
through	the	Outer	Gate.	But	there’s	something	else	you	can	do	for	me.”

The	women	had	not	come	just	for	the	herbs	and	to	pass	on	the	gossip	about	Cosimo.	They	had	brought
Roxane	 an	 order	 from	Nettle,	who	was	 in	Ombra	 treating	 two	 sick	 children	 in	 the	 dyers’	 quarter.	 She
needed	a	root	of	 fairydeath,	dangerous	medicine	 that	killed	as	often	as	 it	cured.	The	old	woman	hadn’t
said	for	what	poor	devil	she	needed	the	root.	“Just	that	it’s	a	man	at	the	Secret	Camp	who’s	injured,	and
Nettle	is	going	back	there	this	evening,”	said	Roxane.	“And	another	thing…Cloud-Dancer	was	with	her.	It
seems	he’s	carrying	a	message	for	you.”

“A	message?	For	me?”
“Yes,	 from	a	woman.”	Roxane	 looked	at	him	for	a	moment,	and	 then	went	 into	 the	house	 to	get	 the

root.
“You’re	going	to	Ombra?”	Farid	was	there	behind	Dustfinger	so	suddenly	that	he	jumped.
“I	am,	and	Roxane	is	riding	to	the	castle,”	he	said.	“So	you	stay	here	to	keep	an	eye	on	Jehan.”
“And	who’s	going	to	keep	an	eye	on	you?”
“Me?”
“Yes.”	What	a	 look	Farid	was	giving	him!	And	the	marten,	 too.	“To	stop	 it	 from	happening.”	Farid

spoke	so	softly	that	Dustfinger	could	hardly	hear	him.	“Stop	what	it	says	in	the	book.”
“Oh,	 that.”	 The	 boy	 was	 watching	 him	 as	 anxiously	 as	 if	 he	 might	 fall	 down	 dead	 any	 minute.

Dustfinger	had	to	suppress	a	smile,	although	it	was	his	own	death	they	were	discussing.	“Did	Meggie	tell
you	about	it?”

Farid	nodded.
“Very	well.	Forget	it,	do	you	hear	me?	The	words	are	written.	Maybe	they’ll	come	true,	maybe	not.”
But	Farid	shook	his	head	so	vigorously	that	his	black	hair	fell	over	his	forehead.	“No!”	he	said.	“No,

they	won’t	come	true!	I	swear	it.	I	swear	it	by	the	djinns	that	howl	in	the	desert	and	the	ghosts	that	eat	the



dead,	I	swear	it	by	everything	I	fear!”
Dustfinger	 looked	 thoughtfully	at	him.	“You	crazy	boy!”	he	 said.	 “But	 I	 like	your	oath.	We’d	better

leave	Gwin	here,	then,	and	you	can	keep	him!”
Gwin	did	not	approve.	He	bit	Dustfinger’s	hand	when	he	was	put	on	his	chain,	snapped	at	his	fingers,

and	chattered	even	more	angrily	when	Jink	got	into	his	master’s	backpack.
“You’re	 taking	 the	new	marten	with	you	and	 the	old	one	must	be	put	on	 the	chain?”	asked	Roxane,

when	she	came	back	to	them	with	the	root	for	Nettle.
“Yes.	Because	someone	said	he’d	bring	me	bad	luck.”
“Since	when	have	you	believed	that	kind	of	thing?”
Indeed,	 since	 when?	 Since	 I	 met	 an	 old	 man	 who	 claims	 to	 have	 made	 up	 you	 and	 me,	 thought

Dustfinger.	Gwin	was	still	hissing;	he	had	seldom	seen	the	marten	so	angry.	Without	a	word	he	took	the
chain	off	Gwin’s	collar	again.	And	ignored	Farid’s	look	of	alarm.

All	the	way	to	Ombra	Gwin	sat	on	Farid’s	shoulders,	as	if	to	show	Dustfinger	that	he	hadn’t	forgiven
him	 yet.	And	 the	moment	 Jink	 put	 his	 nose	 out	 of	 the	 backpack,	Gwin	 bared	 his	 teeth	 and	 snarled	 so
menacingly	that	Farid	had	to	hold	his	muzzle	shut	a	couple	of	times.

The	 gallows	 outside	 the	 city	 gates	 were	 empty;	 only	 a	 few	 ravens	 were	 perched	 on	 the	 wooden
beams.	Even	though	Cosimo	was	back,	Her	Ugliness	was	still	administering	justice	in	Ombra,	just	as	she
had	done	in	his	father’s	lifetime,	and	she	did	not	think	well	of	hangings	-	perhaps	because,	as	a	child,	she
had	seen	too	many	men	dangling	from	a	rope	with	their	tongues	blue	and	their	faces	bloated.

“Listen,”	Dustfinger	said	to	Farid	as	they	stopped	beneath	the	gallows,	“while	I	take	Nettle	the	root
and	ask	Cloud-Dancer	for	the	message	I’m	told	he	has	for	me,	you	go	and	find	Meggie.	I	must	talk	to	her.”

Farid	went	red,	but	he	nodded.	Dustfinger	looked	at	his	face	with	amusement.	“What’s	all	this?	Did
something	besides	Cosimo’s	return	from	the	dead	happen	on	the	evening	when	you	went	to	see	her?”

“None	of	your	business!”	muttered	Farid,	blushing	more	deeply	than	ever.
A	farmer,	swearing	profusely,	was	driving	a	cart	laden	with	barrels	toward	the	city	gates.	The	oxen

blocked	 the	 gateway,	 and	 the	 guards	 impatiently	 grabbed	 the	 reins.	 Dustfinger	 took	 this	 chance	 to	 get
himself	and	Farid	past	them.	“Bring	Meggie	here,	all	the	same,”	he	said	as	they	parted	on	the	other	side	of
the	gates.	“And	don’t	get	so	lovesick	you	lose	your	way.”

He	watched	the	boy	until	he	had	disappeared	among	the	houses.	No	wonder	Roxane	thought	Farid	was
his	son.	Sometimes	he	suspected	his	own	heart	of	thinking	the	same.
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34	Cloud-Dancers	Message

Yes,	my	love,
This	world	of	ours	bleeds
With	more	pain	than	just	the	pain	of	love.
Faiz	Ahmed	Faiz,	“The	Love	I	Gave	You	Once,”	An	Elusive	Dawn
There	could	hardly	be	a	worse	smell	in	the	world	than	the	odor	rising	from	the	dyers’	vats.	The	acrid

stench	rose	to	Dustfinger’s	nostrils	even	as	he	was	making	his	way	along	the	alley	where	the	smiths	plied
their	trade	-	tinkers	mending	pots	and	pans,	blacksmiths	shoeing	horses,	and	on	the	other	side	of	the	road
the	armorers,	who	were	considered	superior	to	the	other	smiths	and	were	arrogant	as	befitted	their	status.
The	sound	of	all	 the	hammers	beating	on	red-hot	 iron	was	almost	as	bad	as	 the	smell	 in	 the	alley.	The
dyers	had	their	hovels	in	the	most	remote	part	of	Ombra;	their	stinking	vats	were	never	tolerated	in	the
better	parts	of	any	town.	But	just	as	Dustfinger	was	approaching	the	gate	separating	their	quarter	from	the
rest	of	Ombra,	a	man	coming	out	of	an	armorer’s	workshop	collided	with	him.

The	Piper.	He	was	easily	 recognizable	by	his	 silver	nose,	 although	Dustfinger	 could	 remember	 the
days	when	he	had	a	nose	of	flesh	and	blood.	Just	your	luck	again,	Dustfinger,	he	told	himself,	turning	his
head	 aside	 and	 trying	 to	 slip	 past	 Capricorn’s	 minstrel	 quickly.	 Of	 all	 the	 men	 in	 this	 world,	 that
bloodhound	has	to	cross	your	path.	He	was	beginning	to	hope	that	 the	Piper	hadn’t	noticed	who	he	had
bumped	into,	but	just	as	he	thought	he	was	safely	past	him	the	silver-nosed	man	seized	his	arm	and	swung
him	around.

“Dustfinger!”	he	said	in	the	strained	voice	that	had	once	sounded	so	different.	It	had	always	reminded
Dustfinger	of	oversweet	cakes.	Capricorn	had	loved	to	listen	to	it	more	than	any	other	voice,	and	the	same
was	 true	 of	 the	 songs	 it	 sang.	 The	 Piper	 wrote	 wonderful	 songs	 about	 fire-raising	 and	 murder,	 so
wonderful	that	they	almost	made	you	believe	there	was	no	nobler	occupation	than	cutting	throats.	Did	he
sing	the	same	songs	for	the	Adderhead	-	or	were	they	too	coarse-grained	for	the	silver	halls	of	the	Castle
of	Night?

“Well,	fancy	that!	I’m	inclined	to	think	just	about	everyone’s	coming	back	from	the	dead	these	days,”
said	the	Piper,	while	the	two	men-at-arms	with	him	looked	covetously	at	the	weapons	displayed	outside
the	armorers’	workshops.	“I	really	 thought	Basta	had	sliced	you	up	and	then	buried	you	years	ago.	Did
you	know	he’s	back,	too?	He	and	the	old	woman,	Mortola.	I’m	sure	you	remember	her.	The	Adderhead
was	 delighted	 to	 welcome	 her	 to	 his	 castle.	 You	 know	 how	 highly	 he	 always	 thought	 of	 her	 deadly
concoctions.”

Dustfinger	hid	the	fear	pervading	his	heart	behind	a	smile.	“Why,	if	it	isn’t	the	Piper!”	he	said.	“Your
new	nose	suits	you	much	better	than	the	old	one.	It	tells	everyone	who	your	new	master	is	and	shows	that
it	belongs	to	a	minstrel	who	can	be	bought	for	silver.”

The	Piper’s	eyes	had	not	changed.	They	were	pale	gray	like	the	sky	on	a	rainy	day,	and	they	stared	at
him	with	as	fixed	a	gaze	as	the	eyes	of	a	bird.	Dustfinger	knew	from	Roxane	how	he	had	lost	his	nose,	cut
off	by	a	man	whose	daughter	he	had	seduced	with	his	dark	songs.

“You	 always	 did	 have	 a	 dangerously	 sharp	 tongue,	Dustfinger,”	 he	 said.	 “It’s	 about	 time	 someone
finally	cut	it	out.	Indeed,	wasn’t	that	tried	once,	and	you	got	away	only	because	the	Black	Prince	and	his
bear	protected	you?	Are	they	still	looking	after	you?	I	don’t	see	them	anywhere.”	He	looked	around,	his
eye	searching	the	scene.



Dustfinger	cast	a	quick	glance	at	the	two	men-at-arms.	They	were	both	at	least	a	head	taller	than	him.
What	would	Farid	say	if	he	could	see	me	now?	he	wondered.	That	I	ought	to	have	had	him	with	me	so	that
he	 could	 keep	 his	 vow?	The	 Piper	 had	 a	 sword,	 of	 course,	 and	 his	 hand	was	 already	 on	 the	 hilt.	He
obviously	 thought	 as	 little	 as	 the	 Black	 Prince	 did	 of	 the	 law	 forbidding	 strolling	 players	 to	 carry
weapons.	 A	 good	 thing	 the	 smiths	 are	 hammering	 so	 loudly,	 thought	Dustfinger,	 or	 no	 doubt	 everyone
would	hear	my	heart	beating	with	fear.

“I	must	be	on	my	way,”	he	said,	as	casually	as	possible.	“Give	Basta	my	regards	when	you	see	him,
and	as	for	burying	me,	he	hasn’t	done	it	yet.”	He	turned	-	it	was	worth	a	try	-	but	the	Piper	held	his	arm
tightly.

“Of	course,	and	there’s	your	marten,	too!”	he	hissed.
Dustfinger	felt	Jink’s	damp	muzzle	against	his	ear.	It’s	the	wrong	marten,	he	thought,	trying	to	calm	his

racing	 heart.	 The	 wrong	 marten.	 But	 had	 Fenoglio	 ever	 mentioned	 Gwin’s	 name	 when	 he	 staged
Dustfinger’s	death?	With	the	best	will	in	the	world	he	couldn’t	remember.	I’ll	have	to	ask	Basta	to	give
me	back	 the	 book	 so	 that	 I	 can	 look	 it	 up,	 he	 thought	 bitterly.	He	 signaled	 to	 Jink	 to	 get	 back	 into	 the
backpack.	Better	not	think	about	that.

The	Piper	was	still	holding	his	arm.	He	wore	pale	leather	gloves,	finely	stitched	like	a	lady’s.	“The
Adderhead	will	soon	be	here,”	he	told	Dustfinger	in	an	undertone.	“He	didn’t	care	at	all	for	the	news	of
his	son-in-law’s	strange	return	to	life.	He	thinks	the	whole	business	is	a	wicked	masquerade	designed	to
cheat	his	defenseless	grandson	of	the	throne.”

Four	 guards	 came	 down	 the	 street	 wearing	 the	 Laughing	 Prince’s	 colors:	 Cosimo’s	 colors	 now.
Dustfinger	had	never	in	his	life	been	so	glad	to	see	armed	men.	The	Piper	let	go	of	his	arm.

“We’ll	meet	again	soon,”	he	hissed	in	his	noseless	voice.
“I	daresay,”	was	all	that	Dustfinger	replied.	Then	he	quickly	pushed	between	a	couple	of	ragged	boys

standing	 there	 and	 staring	 wide-eyed	 at	 a	 sword,	 made	 his	 way	 past	 a	 woman	 showing	 her	 battered
cooking	pot	to	one	of	the	smiths,	and	disappeared	through	the	dyers’	gate.

No	 one	 followed	 him.	 No	 one	 seized	 him	 and	 hauled	 him	 back.	 You	 have	 too	 many	 enemies,
Dustfinger,	he	thought.	He	didn’t	slow	down	until	he	came	to	the	tubs	from	which	the	vapors	of	the	liquid
muck	used	by	the	dyers	rose.	The	same	miasma	hung	over	the	stream	that	carried	the	stinking	brew	under
the	city	wall	and	down	to	the	river.	No	wonder	the	river-nymphs	were	found	only	above	the	place	where
it	flowed	into	the	main	waterway.

In	the	second	house	Dustfinger	tried,	they	told	him	where	to	find	Nettle.	The	woman	he	had	been	sent
to	had	eyes	red	with	weeping	and	was	carrying	a	baby.	Without	a	word,	she	beckoned	him	into	her	house,
if	a	house	it	could	be	called.	Nettle	was	bending	over	a	little	girl	with	red	cheeks	and	glazed	eyes.	At	the
sight	of	Dustfinger	she	straightened	up,	looking	grumpy.

“Roxane	asked	me	to	bring	you	this!”
She	glanced	briefly	at	the	root,	compressed	her	narrow	lips,	and	nodded.
“What’s	wrong	with	the	girl?”	he	asked.	The	child’s	mother	had	sat	down	by	the	bed	again.
Nettle	shrugged.	She	seemed	to	be	wearing	the	same	moss-green	garment	as	she	did	ten	years	ago	-

and	obviously	she	still	liked	him	as	little	as	ever.
“A	 high	 fever,	 but	 she’ll	 survive,”	 she	 replied.	 “It’s	 not	 half	 as	 bad	 as	 the	 one	 that	 killed	 your

daughter…while	her	 father	was	off	 jaunting	around	 the	world!”	She	 looked	him	in	 the	face	as	she	said
that,	as	if	to	make	sure	that	her	words	went	home,	but	Dustfinger	knew	how	to	hide	pain.	He	was	almost
as	good	at	hiding	pain	as	he	was	at	playing	with	fire.

“The	root	is	dangerous,”	he	said.
“Do	you	think	you	have	to	tell	me	that?”	The	old	woman	looked	at	him	as	if	he	had	insulted	her.	“The

wound	it’s	to	heal	is	dangerous,	too.	He’s	a	strong	man	or	he’d	be	dead	by	now.”
“Do	I	know	him?”



“You	know	his	wife.”
What	was	 the	 old	woman	 talking	 about?	Dustfinger	 glanced	 at	 the	 sick	 child.	Her	 small	 face	was

flushed	with	fever.
“I	heard	that	Roxane’s	let	you	back	into	her	bed	again,”	said	Nettle.	“You	can	tell	her	she’s	more	of	a

fool	 than	 I	 thought.	And	now	go	around	behind	 the	house.	Cloud-Dancer’s	 there.	He	can	 tell	you	more
about	the	other	woman.	She	gave	him	a	message	for	you.”

Cloud-Dancer	was	standing	beside	a	stunted	oleander	bush	that	grew	near	the	dyers’	huts.
“That	poor	child,	did	you	see	her?”	he	asked	as	Dustfinger	came	over	to	him.	“I	can’t	bear	to	see	them

so	sick.	And	the	mothers	…	you’d	think	they’d	weep	their	eyes	away.	I	remember	how	Roxane	-”	But	here
he	broke	off	 abruptly.	 “Sorry,”	he	murmured,	 putting	his	 hand	 into	 the	breast	 of	 his	 dirty	 tunic,	 “I	was
forgetting	she	was	your	child,	too.	Here,	this	is	for	you.”	He	brought	out	a	note	on	fine,	pure	white	paper
such	as	Dustfinger	had	never	seen	in	this	world	before.	“A	woman	gave	me	this	for	you.	Nettle	found	her
and	her	husband	in	the	forest,	in	Capricorn’s	old	fortress,	and	took	them	to	the	Secret	Camp.	The	man’s
wounded,	quite	badly.”

Hesitantly,	Dustfinger	unfolded	the	paper.	He	recognized	the	writing	at	once.
“She	says	she	knows	you.	I	told	her	you	can’t	read,	but	-“
“I	can	read	now,”	Dustfinger	interrupted	him.	“She	taught	me.”
How	did	she	come	to	be	here?	That	was	all	he	could	think	of	as	Resa’s	words	danced	before	his	eyes.

The	paper	was	so	crumpled	that	it	was	difficult	to	decipher	them.	Not	that	reading	had	ever	come	easily
to	him…

“Yes,	she	said	so,	 too:	‘I	 taught	him,’	she	 told	me.”	Cloud-Dancer	 looked	at	him	curiously.	“Where
did	you	get	to	know	the	woman?”

“It’s	a	long	story.”	He	put	the	note	in	his	backpack.	“I	must	be	off,”	he	said.
“We’re	going	back	this	evening,	Nettle	and	I!”	Cloud-Dancer	called	after	him.	“Shall	I	tell	the	woman

anything?”
“Yes.	Tell	her	I’ll	bring	her	daughter	to	her.”
Cosimo’s	soldiers	were	still	standing	in	Smiths’	Alley,	assessing	the	merits	of	a	sword,	something	an

ordinary	man-at-arms	could	never	afford.	There	was	no	sign	of	the	Piper.	Brightly	colored	strips	of	fabric
hung	from	the	windows:	Ombra	was	celebrating	 the	return	of	 its	dead	prince,	but	Dustfinger	was	 in	no
mood	 to	celebrate.	The	words	 in	his	backpack	weighed	heavily	on	him,	even	 if	he	had	 to	admit	 that	 it
gave	him	bitter	satisfaction	to	see	that	Silvertongue	obviously	had	even	less	 luck	in	this	world	than	he,
Dustfinger,	had	known	in	Silvertongue’s.	Did	he	know	what	it	felt	like	to	be	in	the	wrong	story	now?	Or
hadn’t	he	had	time	to	feel	anything	before	Mortola	shot	him?

People	were	thronging	the	street	leading	up	to	the	castle	as	if	it	were	market	day.	Dustfinger	looked	up
at	 the	 towers,	 from	 which	 black	 banners	 still	 flew.	 What	 did	 his	 daughter	 think	 of	 the	 return	 of	 her
mistress’s	husband?	Even	if	you	were	to	ask	Brianna,	she	wouldn’t	tell	you,	he	thought,	turning	back	to	the
gate.	It	was	time	to	get	out	of	here	before	he	encountered	the	Piper	again.	Or	even	his	master…

Meggie	was	already	waiting	with	Farid	under	 the	empty	gallows.	The	boy	whispered	something	 to
her,	and	she	laughed.	By	fire	and	ashes,	thought	Dustfinger,	see	how	happy	those	two	look,	and	you	have
to	be	the	bearer	of	bad	news	yet	again!	Why	is	it	always	you?	Simple,	he	answered	himself.	Bad	news
suits	your	face	better	than	good	news.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
35	Ink-Medicine

The	memory	of	my	father	is	wrapped	up	in	White	paper,	like	sandwiches	taken	for	a	day	of	work.	Just
as	a	magician	takes	towers	and	rabbits	Out	of	his	hat,	he	drew	love	from	his	small	body.

Yehuda	Amichai,	“My	Father,”	Isibongo
Meggie	stopped	laughing	as	soon	as	she	saw	Dustfinger	approaching	her.	Why	was	his	face	so	grave?

Farid	had	said	he	was	happy.	Was	it	the	sight	of	her	that	made	him	look	so	grim?	Was	he	angry	with	her
because	she	had	followed	him	into	his	story,	and	her	face	reminded	him	of	years	that	he	surely	wanted	to
forget?	“What	does	he	want	to	talk	to	me	about?”	she	had	asked	Farid.

“Probably	Fenoglio,”	Farid	had	 said.	 “And	probably	Cosimo,	 too.	He	wants	 to	know	what	 the	old
man	is	planning!”	As	if	she	could	have	told	Dustfinger	that…

When	he	 stopped	 in	 front	of	her,	 there	was	not	 a	 sign	on	his	 face	of	 the	 smile	 that	 she	had	always
found	so	hard	to	interpret.

“Hello,	Meggie,”	he	said.	A	marten	blinked	sleepily	out	of	his	backpack,	but	it	wasn’t	Gwin.	Gwin
was	 sitting	 on	 Farid’s	 shoulders	 and	 hissed	 as	 the	 other	 marten’s	 nose	 showed	 above	 Dustfinger’s
shoulder.

“Hello,”	she	said	awkwardly.	“How	are	you?”	It	was	strange	to	see	him	again.	She	felt	both	pleased
and	distrustful.

Behind	them,	people	were	flowing	ceaselessly	toward	the	city	gate:	peasants,	tradesmen,	entertainers,
beggars,	everyone	who	had	heard	of	Cosimo’s	return.	Although	there	were	no	telephones	or	newspapers
in	this	world,	and	only	the	rich	wrote	letters,	news	traveled	fast	here.

“Fine!	Yes,	I’m	really	fine!”	Now	he	was	smiling	after	all	and	not	in	his	usual	enigmatic	way.	Farid
had	 told	 the	 truth.	Dustfinger	was	happy.	 It	 almost	 seemed	 to	embarrass	him.	His	 face	 looked	so	much
younger,	in	spite	of	the	scars;	but	suddenly	it	turned	grave	again.

The	other	marten	jumped	down	on	the	ground	when	his	master	took	the	backpack	off	his	shoulders	and
brought	out	a	piece	of	paper.	“I’d	meant	to	talk	to	you	about	Cosimo,	our	prince	who	has	so	surprisingly
come	back	from	the	dead,”	he	said,	unfolding	the	crumpled	piece	of	paper.	“But	I	think	I’d	better	show
you	this	first.”

Baffled,	 Meggie	 took	 the	 note.	 When	 she	 saw	 the	 handwriting,	 she	 looked	 at	 Dustfinger	 with
incredulity.	How	had	he	come	by	a	letter	from	her	mother?	Here,	in	this	world?

But	all	he	said	was:	“Read	it.”	And	Meggie	read	it.	The	words	were	like	a	noose	going	around	her
neck,	drawing	tighter	with	every	word,	until	she	could	scarcely	breathe.

“What	is	it?”	asked	Farid	uneasily.	“What	does	it	say?”	He	looked	at	Dustfinger,	but	Dustfinger	did
not	answer.

As	for	Meggie,	she	was	staring	at	Resa’s	words.	“Mortola	-	Mortola	shot	Mo?”
Behind	 them,	people	were	pushing	 forward	 to	see	Cosimo,	 the	brand-new	Cosimo,	but	why	should

she	be	interested?	Nothing	else	mattered	to	her	now.	There	was	just	one	thing	she	wanted	to	know.
“How…”	she	 said,	 and	 looked	at	Dustfinger	 in	desperation,	 “how	come	 they’re	here?	And	how	 is

Mo?	It’s	not	too	bad,	is	it?”
Dustfinger	avoided	her	eyes.	“All	I	know	is	what	 it	says	there,”	he	said.	“Mortola	shot	your	father,

Resa	is	with	him	in	the	Secret	Camp,	and	she	asked	me	to	look	for	you.	A	friend	brought	me	her	note.	He’s
going	back	to	the	camp	this	morning,	with	Nettle.	She	-“



“Nettle?	Resa	told	me	about	her!”	Meggie	interrupted	him.	“She’s	a	healer,	a	very	good	one…She’ll
make	Mo	better,	won’t	she?”

“Of	course,”	said	Dustfinger,	but	he	still	didn’t	look	at	her.
Farid’s	gaze	moved	 from	him	 to	Meggie	 in	confusion.	“Mortola	 shot	Silvertongue?”	he	 stammered.

“Then	the	root’s	for	him!	But	you	said	it	was	dangerous!”
Dustfinger	cast	him	a	warning	glance,	and	Farid	fell	silent.
“Dangerous?”	whispered	Meggie.	“What’s	dangerous?”
“Nothing,	 nothing	 at	 all.	 I’ll	 take	 you	 to	 them	 right	 away.”	Dustfinger	 slung	 the	 backpack	 over	 his

shoulder.	“Go	to	Fenoglio	and	tell	him	you’ll	be	away	for	a	few	days.	Tell	him	Farid	and	I	will	be	with
you.	I	don’t	suppose	the	news	will	relieve	his	mind	very	much,	but	that’s	too	bad.	Don’t	say	where	we’re
going,	and	don’t	say	why!	News	travels	fast	in	these	hills,	and	it	would	be	better,”	he	added,	lowering	his
voice,	“if	Mortola	doesn’t	find	out	that	your	father	is	still	alive.	The	camp	where	he	is	now	is	known	only
to	the	strolling	players,	and	they’ve	all	had	to	swear	an	oath	never	to	let	anyone	who	isn’t	one	of	us	know
about	the	place.	But	all	the	same	…”

“…	oaths	are	made	to	be	broken!”	Meggie	finished	his	sentence	for	him.
“You	said	it.”	Dustfinger	looked	at	the	city	gate.	“Go	now.	It	won’t	be	easy	to	get	through	that	crowd,

but	hurry	all	the	same.	Tell	the	old	man	there’s	a	minstrel	woman	who	lives	on	that	hill,	he	-“
“He	knows	who	Roxane	is,”	Meggie	interrupted.
“Of	course!”	This	time	Dustfinger’s	smile	was	bitter.	“I	keep	forgetting	he	knows	all	about	me.	Right,

tell	him	to	let	Roxane	know	I	must	be	away	for	a	few	days.	And	ask	him	to	keep	an	eye	on	my	daughter.	I
suppose	he	knows	who	she	is,	too?”

Meggie	just	nodded.
“Good,”	Dustfinger	went	on.	“Then	 tell	 the	old	man	something	else:	 If	a	single	one	of	his	accursed

words	harms	Brianna,	he’ll	rue	the	day	he	ever	thought	up	a	man	who	can	summon	fire.”
“I’ll	tell	him!”	Meggie	whispered.	Then	she	ran	off,	pushing	and	shoving	her	way	through	the	crowds

of	people	trying	to	get	into	the	city.	Mo,	she	thought.	Mortola	shot	Mo.	And	her	dream	came	back	to	her,
her	red,	red	dream.

Fenoglio	was	standing	at	the	window	when	Meggie	stumbled	into	his	room.
“Good	heavens,	what	do	you	think	you	look	like?”	he	exclaimed.	“Didn’t	I	tell	you	not	to	go	out	while

all	these	people	are	thronging	the	streets?	But	that	boy	only	has	to	whistle	and	you	go	running	to	him	like	a
well-trained	puppy!”

“Stop	 that!”	 snapped	Meggie,	 so	 abruptly	 that	Fenoglio	 actually	did	 fall	 silent.	 “You	have	 to	write
something	for	me.	And	fast!”

She	hauled	him	over	to	his	desk,	where	Rosenquartz	was	quietly	snoring	away.
“Write	what?”	Confused,	Fenoglio	dropped	into	his	chair.
“It’s	my	 father,”	 faltered	Meggie,	 taking	one	of	 the	 freshly	 sharpened	quill	pens	out	of	 the	 jug	with

shaking	fingers.	“He’s	here,	but	Mortola’s	shot	him.	He’s	very	sick!	Dustfinger	didn’t	want	to	say	so,	but	I
could	 tell	 from	 the	way	he	 looked,	 so	please	write	 something,	anything	 that	will	make	him	well	again.
He’s	in	the	forest	in	the	strolling	players’	Secret	Camp.	Please,	hurry!”

Fenoglio	 looked	 at	 her	 in	 bewilderment.	 “Shot	 your	 father?	 And	 he’s	 here?	 But	 why?	 I	 don’t
understand!”

“You	don’t	have	to	understand!”	cried	Meggie	desperately.	“You	just	have	to	help	him.	Dustfinger’s
going	to	take	me	to	him.	And	I’ll	read	him	better,	understand?	I	mean,	he’s	in	your	story	now,	you	can	even
bring	back	the	dead,	so	why	can’t	you	heal	a	wound,	too?	Please!”	She	dipped	the	pen	in	the	inkwell	and
put	it	into	his	hand.

“Heavens,	Meggie!”	murmured	Fenoglio.	“This	is	bad,	but…but	with	the	best	will	in	the	world	I	don’t
know	what	to	write.	I	don’t	even	know	where	he	is.	If	at	least	I	knew	what	the	place	looks	like…”



Meggie	 stared	 at	 him.	 Suddenly,	 the	 tears	 she	 had	 been	 holding	 back	 all	 this	 time	 were	 flowing.
“Please!”	she	whispered.	“Just	try!	Dustfinger’s	waiting.	Outside	by	the	gate.”

Fenoglio	looked	at	her	and	gently	took	the	pen	from	her	hand.
“I’ll	try,	then,”	he	said	hoarsely.	“You’re	right,	this	is	my	story.	I	couldn’t	have	helped	him	in	the	other

world,	but	perhaps	I	can	here.	Go	to	the	window,”	he	told	her,	when	she	had	brought	him	two	sheets	of
parchment.	“And	look	out	of	it,	look	at	the	people	in	the	streets	or	the	birds	in	the	sky,	occupy	your	mind
somehow.	Just	don’t	look	at	me	or	I	won’t	be	able	to	write.”

Meggie	obeyed.	She	 saw	Minerva	and	her	 children	down	 in	 the	 crowd,	 and	 the	woman	who	 lived
opposite;	she	watched	pigs	grunting	as	they	pushed	past	the	people,	soldiers	with	the	Laughing	Prince’s
emblem	on	their	chests	-	yet	she	wasn’t	really	seeing	any	of	it.	She	just	heard	Fenoglio	dip	his	pen	in	the
inkwell,	heard	it	scratching	over	the	parchment,	pausing,	and	writing	on	again.	Please,	she	thought,	please
let	him	find	the	right	words.	Please.	The	pen	fell	silent	for	a	painfully	long	time,	while	down	in	the	street
a	 beggar	 pushed	 a	 child	 aside	with	 his	 crutch.	 Time	 passed	 slowly,	 like	 a	 shadow	 spreading.	 People
thronged	the	streets,	one	dog	barked	at	another,	 trumpets	sounded	from	the	castle,	ringing	out	above	the
rooftops.

Meggie	couldn’t	have	said	how	much	time	had	passed	when,	with	a	sigh,	Fenoglio	put	down	his	pen.
Rosenquartz	was	still	snoring,	stretched	out	straight	as	a	ruler	behind	the	sandbox.	Fenoglio	reached	into
the	box	and	sprinkled	sand	over	the	wet	ink.

“Did	you	-	did	you	think	of	something?”	Meggie	hesitantly	asked.
“Yes,	yes,	but	don’t	ask	me	if	I	got	it	right.”
He	handed	her	the	parchment,	and	her	eyes	skimmed	the	words.	There	weren’t	many	of	them,	but	 if

they	were	indeed	the	right	words,	they	would	be	enough.
“I	didn’t	make	him	up,	Meggie!”	said	Fenoglio	in	a	soft	voice.	“Your	father	isn’t	one	of	my	characters,

like	Cosimo	 and	Dustfinger	 and	Capricorn.	He	 doesn’t	 belong	 here.	 So	 don’t	 hope	 for	 too	much,	will
you?”

Meggie	nodded	as	she	rolled	up	the	parchment.	“Dustfinger	wants	you	to	keep	an	eye	on	his	daughter
while	he’s	gone.”

“His	daughter?	Dustfinger	has	 a	daughter?	Did	 I	write	 that?	Oh	yes	 -	 indeed,	weren’t	 there	 two	of
them?”

“You	know	one	of	them	anyway.	She’s	Brianna,	Her	Ugliness’s	maid.”
“Brianna?”	Fenoglio	looked	at	her	in	astonishment.
”	Yes.”	Meggie	picked	up	the	leather	bag	that	she	had	brought	with	her	from	the	other	world	and	went

to	the	door.	“Look	after	her.	I’m	to	say	that	if	you	don’t,	you’ll	rue	the	day	you	ever	thought	up	someone
who	can	call	on	fire.”

“He	said	that?”	Fenoglio	pushed	back	his	chair	and	laughed.	“You	know	something?	I	like	him	better
and	better.	I	believe	I’ll	write	another	story	about	him,	a	story	where	he’s	the	hero,	and	he	doesn’t	-“

“Die?”	Meggie	opened	the	door.	“I’ll	tell	him,	but	I	think	he’s	had	more	than	enough	of	being	in	one	of
your	stories.”

“But	he	is	in	one.	He	came	back	into	my	story	of	his	own	free	will!”	Fenoglio	called	after	her	as	she
hurried	down	the	steps.	“We’re	all	in	it,	Meggie,	up	to	our	necks	in	it!	When	are	you	coming	back?	I	want
you	to	meet	Cosimo!”

Meggie	did	not	reply.	How	was	she	to	know	when	she’d	be	coming	back?
“You	call	that	hurrying?”	asked	Dustfinger,	when	she	was	standing	before	him	again,	out	of	breath	and

putting	Fenoglio’s	parchment	in	her	bag.	“What’s	that	parchment	for?	Did	the	old	man	give	you	one	of	his
songs	for	nourishment	along	the	way?”

“Something	like	that,”	replied	Meggie.
“Just	so	long	as	my	name’s	not	in	it,”	said	Dustfinger,	turning	toward	the	road.



“Is	it	far?”	called	Meggie,	as	she	hurried	after	him	and	Farid.
“We’ll	be	there	by	evening,”	said	Dustfinger,	over	his	shoulder.
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I	want	to	see	thirst
In	the	syllables,
Touch	fire
In	the	sound;
Feel	through	the	dark
For	the	scream.
Pablo	Neruda,	“Word,”	Five	Decades
The	White	Women	were	still	there.	Resa	didn’t	seem	to	see	them	anymore,	but	Mo	felt	their	presence

like	shadows	in	sunlight.	He	didn’t	tell	her	about	them.	She	looked	so	tired.	The	one	thing	that	still	kept
her	going	was	her	hope	that	Dustfinger	would	soon	arrive	-	with	Meggie.

“You	wait	and	see,	he’ll	find	her,”	Resa	kept	whispering	to	him	when	he	shook	with	fever.	How	could
she	be	so	sure?	As	if	Dustfinger	had	never	let	them	down,	never	stolen	the	book,	never	betrayed	them…
Meggie.	 The	 need	 to	 see	 her	 once	 again	 was	 even	 stronger	 than	 the	 enticing	 whispers	 of	 the	 White
Women,	stronger	 than	 the	pain	 in	his	breast…and	who	could	say,	perhaps	 this	accursed	story	might	yet
take	a	turn	for	the	better?	Although	Mo	remembered	Fenoglio’s	preference	for	unhappy	endings	only	too
well.

“Tell	me	what	 it	 looks	 like	 outside,”	 he	 sometimes	whispered	 to	Resa.	 “It’s	 ridiculous	 to	 be	 in	 a
whole	different	world	and	see	nothing	of	it	but	a	cave.”	And	Resa	described	what	he	couldn’t	see	-	the
trees,	 so	much	 taller	and	older	 than	any	 trees	he	had	ever	set	eyes	on,	 the	 fairies	 like	swarms	of	gnats
among	 the	 branches,	 the	 glass	men	 in	 the	 tall	 bracken,	 and	 the	 nameless	 terrors	 of	 the	 night.	Once	 she
caught	a	fairy	-	Dustfinger	had	told	her	how	to	do	it	-	and	took	it	to	him.	She	held	the	little	creature	in	the
hollow	of	her	hands	and	put	it	close	to	his	ear,	so	that	he	could	hear	the	fairy’s	chirping,	indignant	voice.

It	all	seemed	so	real,	however	often	he	 told	himself	 it	was	made	of	nothing	but	paper	and	 ink.	The
hard	ground	where	he	lay,	the	dry	leaves	that	rustled	when	he	tossed	and	turned	in	his	fever,	the	bear’s	hot
breath	 -	 and	 the	 Black	 Prince,	 whom	 he	 had	 last	 seen	 in	 the	 pages	 of	 a	 book.	 Now	 the	man	 himself
sometimes	 sat	 beside	 him,	 cooling	 his	 brow	 and	 talking	 quietly	 to	 Resa.	Or	was	 it	 all	 just	 a	 fevered
dream?

Death	felt	real	in	this	Inkworld,	too.	Very	real.	It	was	strange	to	encounter	death	here	in	a	world	out	of
a	book.	But	even	if	the	dying	was	made	only	of	words	-	even	if,	perhaps,	it	was	nothing	but	a	game	played
by	the	 letters	on	 the	page	-	his	body	thought	 it	was	real.	His	heart	 felt	 fear,	his	flesh	felt	pain.	And	the
White	Women	had	not	gone	away,	even	if	Resa	couldn’t	see	them.	Mo	felt	them	near	him,	every	minute,
every	hour,	every	day,	and	every	night.	Fenoglio’s	angels	of	death.	Did	they	make	dying	easier	than	it	was
in	the	world	he	came	from?	No.	Nothing	could	make	it	easier.	You	lost	what	you	loved.	That	was	death,
here	as	well	as	there.

It	was	light	outside	when	Mo	heard	the	first	scream.	At	first	he	thought	the	fever	was	taking	hold	of
him	 again.	 But	 then	 he	 saw	 from	 Resa’s	 face	 that	 she	 could	 hear	 it,	 too:	 the	 clash	 of	 weapons	 and
screaming.	Cries	 of	 fear	 -	 death	 cries.	Mo	 tried	 to	 sit	 up,	 but	 the	pain	pounced	on	him	 like	 an	 animal
digging	its	teeth	into	his	chest.	He	saw	the	Black	Prince	standing	outside	the	cave,	his	sword	drawn;	he
saw	Resa	jump	up.	Fever	made	her	face	blur	before	his	eyes,	but	then	Mo	suddenly	saw	another	picture:
He	saw	Meggie	sitting	in	Fenoglio’s	kitchen	staring	at	the	old	man	in	horror	as,	full	of	pride,	he	told	her



of	the	fine	death	scene	he	had	written	for	Dustfinger.	Oh	yes,	Fenoglio	liked	sad	stories.	And	perhaps	he
had	just	written	another.

“Resa!”	Mo	cursed	the	way	his	tongue	felt,	heavy	with	fever,	“Resa,	go	and	hide	-	hide	somewhere	in
the	forest.”

But	she	stayed	with	him	as	she	always	had	-	except	for	that	one	day,	the	day	when	his	own	voice	had
banished	her.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
37	Bloodstained	Straw

Goblins	 burrowed	 in	 the	 earth,	 elves	 sang	 songs	 in	 the	 trees:	Those	were	 the	 obvious	wonders	 of
reading,	but	behind	them	lay	the	fundamental	marvel	that,	in	stories,	words	could	command	things	to	be.

Francis	Spufford,	The	Child	That	Books	Built
Meggie	had	often	felt	frightened	in	the	Wayless	Wood	with	Farid,	but	it	was	different	with	Dustfinger.

The	trees	seemed	to	rustle	more	loudly	when	he	passed	them,	the	bushes	seemed	to	reach	their	branches
out	to	him.	Fairies	settled	on	his	backpack	like	butterflies	on	a	flower,	pulling	his	hair	until	he	brushed
them	away,	talking	to	them.	Other	creatures,	too,	appeared	and	disappeared,	beings	whose	names	Meggie
didn’t	know	either	from	Resa’s	stories	or	from	any	other	source,	some	of	them	no	more	than	a	pair	of	eyes
among	the	trees.

Dustfinger	led	them	as	purposefully	as	if	he	could	see	their	road	laid	out	like	a	red	guideline	before
him.	He	never	even	stopped	to	rest,	but	took	them	on	and	on,	uphill	and	downhill,	going	deeper	into	the
forest	every	hour.	Away	from	human	beings.	When	at	 last	he	stopped,	Meggie’s	 legs	were	shaking	with
exhaustion.	It	must	be	late	in	the	afternoon.	Dustfinger	passed	his	hand	over	the	snapped	twigs	of	a	bush,
bent	 down,	 examined	 the	 damp	 ground,	 and	 picked	 up	 a	 handful	 of	 berries	 that	 had	 been	 trodden
underfoot.

“What’s	the	matter?”	asked	Farid	anxiously.
“Too	many	feet.	And	above	all,	too	many	boots.”
Dustfinger	 swore	quietly	 and	began	 to	 go	 faster.	Too	many	boots…Meggie	 realized	what	 he	meant

when	the	camp	​	appeared	among	the	trees.	She	saw	tents	that	had	been	torn	down,	a	trampled	campfire…
“You	 two	stay	here!”	Dustfinger	ordered,	and	 this	 time	 they	obeyed.	They	watched	anxiously	as	he

stepped	out	of	the	shelter	of	the	trees,	looked	around,	raised	tent	panels,	reached	his	hand	into	cold	ashes
-	and	turned	over	two	bodies	lying	motionless	near	the	fireplace.	Meggie	was	going	to	follow	him	when
she	 saw	 the	 corpses,	 but	Farid	 held	 her	 back.	When	Dustfinger	 disappeared	 into	 a	 cave	 and	 came	out
again,	pale-faced,	Meggie	tore	herself	away	and	ran	to	him.

“Where	are	my	parents?	Are	they	in	there?”	She	recoiled	as	her	foot	struck	another	dead	body.
“No,	there’s	no	one	left	 in	there.	But	I	found	this.”	Dustfinger	held	out	a	strip	of	fabric.	Resa	had	a

dress	with	that	pattern.	The	fabric	was	bloodstained.	“Do	you	know	it?”
Meggie	nodded.
“Then	your	parents	really	were	here.	The	blood	is	probably	your	father’s.”	Dustfinger	passed	a	hand

over	his	face.	“Perhaps	someone	got	away	-	someone	who	can	tell	us	what	happened	here.	I’ll	take	a	look
around.	Farid!”

Farid	hurried	to	his	side.	Meggie	was	going	to	thrust	her	way	past	the	two	of	them,	but	Dustfinger	held
her	back.	“Listen,	Meggie!”	he	said,	putting	his	hands	on	her	shoulders.	“The	fact	that	your	parents	aren’t
here	is	a	good	sign.	It	probably	means	they’re	still	alive.	There’s	a	bed	in	the	cave;	I	expect	your	mother
was	nursing	your	 father	 there.	And	 I’ve	 found	a	bear’s	paw	prints,	which	means	 the	Black	Prince	was
here.	Perhaps	all	 this	was	a	plan	 to	capture	him,	although	I	don’t	know	why	they	would	have	taken	the
others…no,	that	I	don’t	understand.”

Before	setting	off	with	Farid	in	search	of	survivors,	Dustfinger	told	Meggie	to	wait	in	the	cave.	The
entrance	was	tall	and	broad	enough	for	a	man	to	stand	in	it	upright.	The	cave	beyond	it	led	deep	into	the
mountain.	The	ground	was	strewn	with	leaves,	and	blankets	and	beds	of	straw	were	arranged	side	by	side



there,	some	of	them	just	the	right	size	for	a	child.
It	was	not	difficult	to	see	where	Mo	had	been	lying.	The	straw	in	that	place	was	bloodstained,	like	the

blanket	 beside	 it.	 A	 bowl	 of	water,	 an	 overturned	wooden	mug,	 a	 bunch	 of	 dried	 flowers	…	Meggie
picked	 them	 up	 and	 ran	 her	 fingers	 over	 the	 petals.	 She	 kneeled	 down	 and	 stared	 at	 the	 bloodstained
straw.	Fenoglio’s	parchment	was	close	to	her	breast,	but	Mo	was	gone.	How	could	Fenoglio’s	words	help
him	now?

Try,	 something	 inside	her	whispered.	You	can’t	 tell	how	powerful	his	words	are	 in	 this	world.	 It’s
made	of	them,	after	all.

She	heard	footsteps	behind	her.	Farid	and	Dustfinger	were	back,	and	Dustfinger	was	holding	a	child	in
his	arms,	a	little	girl.	She	stared	at	Meggie,	wide-eyed,	as	if	she	were	in	a	bad	dream	and	couldn’t	wake
up.

“She	 wouldn’t	 talk	 to	 me,	 but	 luckily	 Farid	 inspires	 rather	 more	 confidence,”	 said	 Dustfinger,
carefully	putting	the	child	down	on	her	feet.	“She	says	her	name	is	Lianna	and	she’s	five	years	old.	And
there	were	a	lot	of	men:	silver	men	with	swords,	and	snakes	on	their	breasts.	Not	so	very	surprising,	if
you	ask	me.	They	obviously	killed	the	guards	and	some	of	those	who	defended	themselves,	and	then	took
the	rest	away,	even	the	women	and	children.	As	for	the	wounded”	-	he	glanced	briefly	at	Meggie	-	“they
were	 clearly	 loaded	 onto	 some	 kind	 of	 cart.	 The	men	 had	 no	 horses	with	 them.	 The	 girl	 is	 here	 only
because	her	mother	told	her	to	hide	among	the	trees.”

Gwin	scurried	into	the	cave,	followed	by	Jink.	The	little	girl	jumped	when	the	martens	leaped	up	at
Dustfinger.	Then	she	watched,	fascinated,	as	Farid	took	Gwin	off	Dustfinger’s	shoulder	and	put	him	on	his
own	lap.

“Ask	her	if	there	were	other	children	here,”	said	Dustfinger	softly.
Farid	held	up	five	fingers	and	showed	them	to	the	girl.	“How	many	children,	Lianna?”
The	child	looked	at	him	and	tapped	first	Farid’s	forefinger,	then	his	second	and	third	fingers.	“Merle.

Fabio.	Tinka,”	she	whispered.
“Three,”	said	Dustfinger.	“Probably	no	older	than	she	is.”
Timidly,	Lianna	put	out	her	hand	to	stroke	Gwin’s	bushy	tail,	but	Dustfinger	held	her	fingers	in	a	firm

grip.	“Better	not,”	he	said	gently.	“He	bites.	Try	the	other	one.”
“Meggie?”	 Farid	 came	 over	 to	 her.	 But	Meggie	 did	 not	 answer	 him.	 She	 wound	 her	 arms	 tightly

around	her	knees	and	buried	her	 face	 in	her	skirt.	She	didn’t	want	 to	see	 the	cave	anymore.	She	didn’t
want	to	see	any	of	Fenoglio’s	world	anymore,	not	even	Farid	and	Dustfinger	or	the	girl	who	didn’t	know
where	 her	 own	 parents	 were,	 either.	 She	wanted	 to	 be	 in	 Elinor’s	 library,	 sitting	 in	 the	 big	 armchair
where	Elinor	liked	to	read,	and	she	wanted	to	see	Mo	put	his	head	around	the	door	and	ask	what	the	book
on	her	lap	was.	But	Mo	wasn’t	here,	perhaps	he	was	gone	forever,	and	Fenoglio’s	story	held	her	fast	in	its
black,	 inky	arms,	whispering	 terrible	 things	 to	her	 -	about	armed	men	who	dragged	away	children,	old
people,	the	sick…mothers	and	fathers.

“Nettle	will	soon	be	here	with	Cloud-Dancer,”	she	heard	Dustfinger	say.	“She’ll	look	after	the	child.”
“What	about	us?”	asked	Farid.
“I’ll	 follow	 them,”	 said	Dustfinger.	 “To	 find	out	how	many	are	 still	 alive	 and	where	 they’re	being

taken.	Although	I	think	I	know.”
Meggie	raised	her	head.	“To	the	Castle	of	Night.”
“Good	guess.”
The	girl	put	her	hand	out	to	Jink;	she	was	still	small	enough	to	find	comfort	for	her	grief	in	stroking	an

animal’s	fur.	Meggie	envied	her.
“What	do	you	mean,	you’ll	follow	them?”	Farid	shooed	Gwin	off	his	lap	and	stood	up.
“Exactly	what	 I	 said.”	Dustfinger’s	 face	was	 as	uncommunicative	 as	 a	 closed	door.	 “I	will	 follow

them	while	you	two	wait	here	for	Cloud-Dancer	and	Nettle.	Tell	them	I’m	trying	to	follow	the	trail,	and



Cloud-Dancer	is	to	take	you	back	to	Ombra.	He’s	not	fast	enough	to	follow	me	with	his	stiff	leg.	Then	tell
Roxane	what’s	happened,	so	she	doesn’t	think	I’ve	vanished	again,	and	Meggie	will	stay	with	Fenoglio.”
His	face	was	as	well	controlled	as	ever	when	he	looked	at	her,	but	in	his	eyes	Meggie	saw	all	that	she
herself	was	feeling:	fear,	anxiety,	anger…helpless	anger.

“But	we	have	to	help	them!”	Farid’s	voice	shook.
“How?	The	Black	Prince	might	have	been	able	to	save	them,	but	they’ve	obviously	caught	him,	and	I

don’t	know	anyone	else	ready	to	risk	his	life	for	a	few	strolling	players.”
“What	about	that	robber	everyone’s	talking	about,	the	Bluejay?”
“There’s	no	such	person.”	Meggie’s	voice	was	little	more	than	a	whisper.	“Fenoglio	made	him	up.”
“Really?”	Dustfinger	 looked	 at	 her	 thoughtfully.	 “I’ve	 heard	 otherwise,	 but	 still…well,	 as	 soon	 as

you’re	in	Ombra,	get	Cloud-Dancer	to	go	to	the	strolling	players	and	tell	them	what’s	happened.	I	know
the	Prince	has	men	at	his	command,	men	who	are	devoted	to	him	and	probably	well	armed	as	well,	but
I’ve	no	idea	where	they	are.	Perhaps	one	of	the	strolling	players	may	know.	Or	Cloud-Dancer	himself.	He
must	try	to	get	word	to	them	somehow.	There’s	a	mill	in	Argenta	called	the	Spelt-Mill,	It’s	always	been
one	of	the	few	places	south	of	the	forest	where	people	can	meet	or	exchange	news	without	the	risk	that	it
will	come	to	the	Adderhead’s	ears	at	once.	The	miller	is	so	rich	he	doesn’t	even	have	to	fear	the	men-at-
arms.	So	if	anyone	wants	to	see	me,	or	has	any	idea	of	how	we	can	help	the	prisoners,	let	him	send	news
there.	I’ll	drop	in	now	and	then	to	ask	if	any	messages	have	come.	Understand?”

Meggie	 nodded.	 “The	 Spelt-Mill,”	 she	 repeated	 quietly,	 unable	 to	 look	 anywhere	 but	 at	 the
bloodstained	straw.

“Right,	Meggie	can	do	all	that,	but	I’m	going	with	you.”	Farid’s	voice	sounded	so	defiant	that	the	little
girl,	still	kneeling	silently	beside	Meggie,	was	upset	and	reached	for	her	hand.

“I’m	warning	you,	don’t	start	on	about	looking	after	me	again!”	Dustfinger’s	voice	was	so	sharp	that
Farid	 lowered	his	 eyes.	 “I’m	going	 alone,	 and	 that’s	 that.	You	 take	 care	 of	Meggie	 and	 the	 child	 until
Nettle	comes,	and	then	get	Cloud-Dancer	to	take	you	to	Ombra.”

“No!”	Meggie	 saw	 the	 tears	 in	 Farid’s	 eyes,	 but	Dustfinger	 just	walked	 toward	 the	 cave	 entrance
without	another	word.	Gwin	scuttled	in	front	of	him.

“If	it	gets	dark	before	they	arrive,”	he	added,	looking	over	his	shoulder	at	Farid,	“then	light	a	fire.	Not
because	of	the	soldiers.	They	have	what	they	came	for,	but	wolves	and	Night-Mares	are	always	hungry:
the	wolves	for	your	flesh,	the	Night-Mares	for	your	fear.”

Then	 he	 was	 gone,	 and	 Farid	 stood	 there,	 his	 eyes	 blurred	 with	 tears.	 “That	 bloody	 bastard!”	 he
whispered.	“That	thrice-accursed	son	of	a	bitch!	But	he’ll	soon	see.	I’m	going	to	follow	him.	I	will	look
after	him!	I	swore	I	would.”	Abruptly,	he	kneeled	down	in	front	of	Meggie	and	took	her	hand.	“You	will
go	to	Ombra,	won’t	you?	Please.	I	have	to	go	after	him.	I	know	you	understand!”

Meggie	said	nothing.	What	was	there	to	say?	That	she	wasn’t	going	back	any	more	than	he	was?	He’d
only	have	tried	to	persuade	her	not	to	go	on.	Jink	rubbed	against	Farid’s	legs,	and	then	scurried	outside.
The	 little	 girl	 ran	 after	 the	marten	but	 stopped	 at	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 cave	 -	 a	 small,	 forlorn	 figure,	 all
alone.	Like	me,	thought	Meggie.

Without	looking	at	Farid,	she	took	Fenoglio’s	parchment	out	of	her	belt.	The	letters	could	scarcely	be
made	out	in	the	twilight	that	filled	the	cave.

“What’s	that?”	Farid	straightened	up.
“Words.	Only	words,	but	better	than	nothing.”
“Wait,	 I’ll	 give	 you	 a	 light.”	 Farid	 rubbed	 his	 fingertips	 together	 and	 whispered.	 A	 tiny	 flame

appeared	on	his	thumbnail.	He	blew	gently	on	the	little	flame,	until	it	grew	like	the	flame	of	a	candle,	and
then	held	his	thumb	above	the	parchment.	The	flickering	light	made	the	letters	shine	as	if	Rosenquartz	had
retraced	them	with	fresh	ink.

Useless,	something	whispered	in	Meggie.	The	words	will	be	useless!	Mo	isn’t	here,	he’s	far	away,	he



may	not	even	be	alive	anymore.	Shut	up!	she	snapped	at	this	internal	voice.	I’m	not	listening.	This	is	all	I
can	do,	there’s	nothing	else,	nothing	at	all!	She	picked	up	the	bloodstained	blanket,	placed	the	parchment
on	it,	and	ran	her	fingers	over	her	lips.	The	little	girl	was	still	standing	outside	the	cave,	waiting	for	her
mother	to	come	back.

“Read	it,	Meggie!”	Farid	nodded	at	her	encouragingly.
And	she	read	it,	her	fingers	clutching	the	blanket	stained	with	Mo’s	dried	blood.	“Mortimer	felt	 the

pain…”	 She	 thought	 she	 felt	 it	 herself,	 in	 the	 sound	 of	 every	 letter	 on	 her	 tongue,	 in	 every	word	 that
passed	her	lips.	“The	wound	was	burning.	It	burned	like	the	hatred	in	Mortola’s	eyes	when	she	had	shot
him.	Perhaps	it	was	her	hatred	that	was	sucking	the	life	out	of	him,	making	him	weaker	and	weaker.	He
felt	his	own	blood	wet	and	warm	on	his	skin.	He	felt	Death	reaching	out	to	him.	But	all	of	a	sudden	there
was	something	else,	too:	words.	Words	that	relieved	the	pain,	cooled	his	brow,	and	spoke	of	love,	nothing
but	love.	They	made	his	breathing	easier	again	and	healed	the	place	where	death	had	been	flowing	in.	He
felt	 the	 sound	 of	 them	 on	 his	 skin	 and	 deep	 in	 his	 heart.	 They	 echoed	 ever	 louder,	 ever	more	 clearly
through	 the	 darkness	 that	 threatened	 to	 swallow	him	up,	 and	 suddenly	 he	 knew	 the	 voice	 speaking	 the
words:	It	was	his	daughter’s	voice,	and	the	White	Women	withdrew	their	pale	hands	as	if	they	had	burned
themselves	on	her	love.”

Meggie	buried	her	face	in	her	hands.	The	parchment	rolled	up	on	her	lap	of	its	own	accord,	as	if	it	had
served	its	purpose.	Straw	pricked	her	through	her	dress,	as	it	had	in	the	shed	where	Capricorn	had	once
imprisoned	her	and	Mo.	She	felt	someone	stroking	her	hair,	and	for	a	moment,	a	crazy	moment,	she	thought
Fenoglio’s	words	had	brought	Mo	back,	back	 to	 the	cave	 safe	and	 sound,	 and	everything	was	all	 right
again.	But	when	she	raised	her	head,	it	was	only	Farid	standing	beside	her.

“That	was	beautiful,”	he	said.	“I’m	sure	it	helped.	You	wait	and	see.”
But	Meggie	 shook	her	 head.	 “No!”	 she	whispered.	 “No.	Those	were	 only	 beautiful	words,	 but	my

father	isn’t	made	of	Fenoglio’s	words.	He’s	made	of	flesh	and	blood.”
“So?	What	difference	does	that	make?”	Farid	removed	her	hands	from	her	tearstained	face.	“Perhaps

everything’s	just	made	of	words.	Look	at	me,	for	instance.	Pinch	me.	Am	I	made	of	paper:
No,	he	wasn’t.	And	Meggie	had	to	smile	when	he	kissed	her,	although	she	was	still	shedding	tears.
Dustfinger	 had	 not	 been	 gone	 long	 when	 they	 heard	 footsteps	 among	 the	 trees.	 Farid	 had	 taken

Dustfinger’s	advice	and	made	a	fire,	and	Meggie	was	sitting	close	to	him	with	the	little	girl’s	head	on	her
lap.	Nettle	said	not	a	word	as	she	emerged	from	the	darkness	and	saw	the	wrecked	camp.	Silently,	she
went	from	one	dead	body	to	another,	looking	for	life	where	none	was	left,	while	Cloud-Dancer,	his	face
unmoving,	 listened	 to	 the	message	Dustfinger	had	 left	 for	him.	 It	was	only	when	Meggie	 asked	Cloud-
Dancer	to	take	a	message,	not	just	to	Roxane	and	the	strolling	players	but	to	Fenoglio,	too,	that	Farid	fully
realized	she	didn’t	intend	to	go	back	to	Ombra	any	more	than	he	did.	His	expressionless	face	didn’t	show
whether	he	was	angry	or	glad.

“I’ve	written	my	message	for	Fenoglio.”	With	a	heavy	heart,	Meggie	had	torn	a	page	for	it	out	of	the
notebook	that	Mo	had	given	her.	On	the	other	hand,	what	better	use	could	she	put	it	to	than	saving	him?	If
it	was	still	possible	to	save	him.	“You’ll	find	Fenoglio	in	Minerva’s	house,	in	Cobblers’	Alley.	And	it’s
very	important	that	no	one	else	reads	the	message.”

“I	know	the	Inkweaver!”	Cloud-Dancer	watched	Nettle	draw	a	ragged	cloak	over	the	face	of	another
dead	man.	Then	he	frowned	at	the	sheet	of	paper	with	Meggie’s	writing	on	it.	“There’ve	been	messengers
who	were	hanged	for	 the	words	 they	carried.	 I	hope	these	aren’t	 that	kind?	No,	don’t	 tell	me!”	he	said
defensively	 as	 Meggie	 was	 about	 to	 answer.	 “Usually,	 I	 ask	 the	 sender	 to	 tell	 me	 the	 words	 of	 any
message	I	carry,	but	with	this	one	I	have	a	feeling	I’d	better	not	know.”

“What	do	you	suppose	she’s	written?”	asked	Nettle	bitterly.	“No	doubt	she	was	thanking	the	old	man
for	writing	 the	 songs	 that	 will	 bring	 her	 father	 to	 the	 gallows!	Or	 is	 he	 to	write	 a	 dirge	 for	 him,	 the
Bluejay’s	 last	 song?	 I	 scented	misfortune	 the	moment	 I	 saw	 that	 scar	 on	 his	 arm.	 I	 always	 thought	 the



Bluejay	was	just	a	legend,	like	all	the	noble	princes	and	princesses	in	other	songs.	Well,	you	were	wrong
there,	Nettle,	said	I	to	myself,	and	you’re	certainly	not	the	first	to	notice	the	scar.	So	the	Inkweaver	had	to
go	and	describe	it	in	detail!	Curse	the	old	fool	and	his	silly	songs!	Men	have	been	hanged	before	because
they	were	taken	for	the	Bluejay,	but	now	it	seems	the	Adderhead	has	the	right	man	in	his	hands,	and	the
game	of	playing	heroes	is	over.	Protecting	the	weak,	robbing	the	strong…Yes,	it	all	sounds	very	fine,	but
heroes	aren’t	immortal	except	in	songs,	and	your	father	will	find	only	too	soon	that	a	mask	doesn’t	protect
you	from	death.”

Meggie	just	sat	there	and	stared	at	the	old	woman.	What	was	she	talking	about?
“Why	are	you	looking	at	me	like	that,	so	surprised?”	asked	Nettle.	“Do	you	think	the	Adderhead	sent

his	men	here	for	a	few	old	strolling	players	and	pregnant	women,	or	for	the	Black	Prince?	Nonsense.	The
Black	Prince	never	hid	from	the	Adder	yet.	No.	Someone	slipped	off	to	the	Castle	of	Night	and	whispered
in	 the	Adderhead’s	 ear	 that	 the	Bluejay	was	 lying	wounded	 in	 the	 strolling	 players’	 Secret	Camp	 and
could	easily	be	picked	up,	along	with	the	poor	players	who	were	hiding	him.	It	will	have	been	someone
who	knows	the	camp	and	has	surely	been	paid	good	silver	for	his	treachery.	The	Adderhead	will	make	a
great	spectacle	of	the	execution,	the	Inkweaver	will	write	a	touching	song	about	it,	and	perhaps	someone
else	will	soon	wear	the	feathered	mask,	for	they’ll	go	on	singing	those	songs	long	after	your	father’s	dead
and	buried	behind	the	Castle	of	Night.”

Meggie	heard	her	own	blood	surging	through	her	veins.
“What	scar	are	you	talking	about?”	Her	voice	was	little	more	than	a	whisper.
“Why,	the	scar	on	his	left	arm!	Surely	you	must	know	it?	The	songs	say	that	the	Adderhead’s	hounds

bit	the	Bluejay	there	when	he	was	hunting	their	master’s	White	Stags.	…”
Fenoglio.	What	had	he	done?
Meggie	 covered	 her	 mouth	 with	 her	 hand.	 She	 once	 again	 heard	 Fenoglio’s	 voice	 on	 the	 spiral

staircase	 as	 they	 were	 going	 down	 from	 Balbulus’s	 workshop:	 “I	 like	 to	 base	 my	 characters	 on	 real
people.	Not	every	writer	does	that,	but	in	my	experience	it	makes	them	more	lifelike!	Facial	expressions,
gestures,	 the	 way	 someone	 walks,	 a	 voice,	 perhaps	 a	 birthmark	 or	 a	 scar	 -	 I	 steal	 something	 here,
something	there,	and	then	they	begin	to	breathe,	until	anyone	hearing	or	reading	about	them	thinks	they	can
touch	them!	I	didn’t	have	a	wide	choice	for	the	Bluejay.	…”

Mo.	Fenoglio	had	taken	her	father	as	his	model.
Meggie	stared	at	the	sleeping	child.	She,	too,	had	often	slept	like	that,	with	her	head	in	Mo’s	lap.
“Meggie’s	 father	 is	 the	Bluejay?”	Farid,	beside	her,	 uttered	 an	 incredulous	 laugh.	 “What	nonsense!

Silvertongue	can’t	even	bring	himself	to	kill	a	rabbit.	You	mark	my	words,	Meggie,	the	Adderhead	will
soon	realize	that,	and	then	he’ll	let	him	go.	Come	on!”	He	rose	to	his	feet	and	offered	her	his	hand.	“We
must	start	out	or	we’ll	never	catch	up	with	Dustfinger!”

“You’re	going	after	him	now?”	Nettle	shook	her	head	at	such	folly,	while	Meggie	laid	the	little	girl’s
head	down	on	the	grass.

“Keep	going	south	if	you	miss	his	trail	in	the	dark,”	said	Cloud-Dancer.	“Due	south,	and	then	you’ll
reach	the	road	sometime.	But	beware	of	wolves.	There	are	many	wolves	in	these	parts.”

Farid	just	nodded.	“I	have	fire	with	me,”	he	said,	making	a	spark	dance	on	the	palm	of	his	hand.
Cloud-Dancer	grinned.	“Well	done!	Perhaps	you	really	are	Dustfinger’s	son,	as	Roxane	suspects!”
“Who	knows?”	was	all	Farid	would	reply,	and	he	led	Meggie	away	with	him.
She	followed	him	into	the	dark	trees,	feeling	numb.	A	robber!	She	could	think	of	nothing	else.	He	had

made	Mo	into	a	robber,	a	part	of	his	story!	At	that	moment	she	hated	Fenoglio	just	as	much	as	Dustfinger
did.
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“Lady	Cora,”	he	said,	“sometimes	one	has	to	do	things	which	are	unpalatable.	When	great	issues	are
involved	one	can’t	toy	with	the	situation	in	silk	gloves.	No.	We	are	making	history.”

Mervyn	Peake,	Titus	Groan
Fenoglio	was	 pacing	 up	 and	 down	 his	 room.	 Seven	 steps	 to	 the	window,	 seven	 back	 to	 the	 door.

Meggie	had	gone,	and	there	was	no	one	who	could	tell	him	if	she’d	found	her	father	still	alive.	What	an
appalling	 muddle!	 Whenever	 he	 began	 to	 hope	 he	 was	 getting	 things	 under	 control	 again,	 something
happened	 that	 did	 not	 remotely	 suit	 his	 plans.	 Perhaps	 another	 man	 really	 did	 exist	 somewhere	 -	 a
diabolical	 storyteller	 who	 was	 continuing	 his	 tale,	 giving	 it	 new	 twists	 and	 turns,	 unpredictable	 and
unpleasant	developments,	moving	his	characters	as	 if	 they	were	chessmen,	or	simply	placing	new	ones
who	had	nothing	to	do	with	his	own	story	on	the	chessboard!

And	still	Cosimo	had	sent	no	messenger.	Well,	I	must	exercise	a	 little	more	patience,	Fenoglio	told
himself.	 He’s	 only	 just	 ascended	 his	 throne,	 and	 I’m	 sure	 he	 has	 a	 great	 deal	 to	 do.	 All	 his	 subjects
wanting	 to	see	him,	petitioners,	widows,	orphans,	his	administrators,	gamekeepers,	his	son,	his	wife…
“Oh,	nonsense!	I’m	the	one	he	should	have	sent	for	first	of	all!”	Fenoglio	uttered	the	words	so	angrily	that
he	was	startled	by	the	sound	of	his	own	voice.	“I,	the	man	who	brought	him	back	to	life,	who	made	him	in
the	first	place!”

He	went	to	the	window	and	looked	up	at	the	castle.	The	Adderhead’s	banner	flew	from	the	left-hand
tower.	Yes,	the	Adderhead	was	in	Ombra	and	must	have	ridden	like	the	devil	to	see	in	person	his	son-in-
law,	newly	back	from	the	dead.	He	hadn’t	brought	Firefox	with	him	this	time;	no	doubt	the	man	was	busy
looting	or	murdering	 elsewhere	on	his	master’s	 behalf,	 but	 the	Piper	was	 still	 abroad	 in	 the	 streets	 of
Ombra,	always	with	a	few	men-at-arms	in	his	wake.	What	did	they	want	here?	Did	the	Adderhead	still
seriously	hope	to	place	his	grandson	on	the	throne?

No,	Cosimo	would	never	allow	it.
For	a	moment	Fenoglio	 forgot	his	dark	mood,	and	a	smile	stole	over	his	 face.	Ah,	 if	he	could	only

have	told	the	Adderhead	who	had	wrecked	his	fine	plans!	A	writer!	How	that	would	have	angered	him!
They	had	given	him	an	unpleasant	surprise	-	he	with	his	words,	Meggie	with	her	voice…

Poor	Meggie…poor	Mortimer…
How	pleadingly	she	had	looked	at	him.	And	what	a	farcical	performance	he	had	put	on	for	her!	Yet

how	could	the	poor	thing	have	thought	for	a	moment	that	he	could	help	her	father,	when	he	himself	hadn’t
even	brought	Mortimer	here?	Quite	apart	 from	the	fact	 that	Mortimer	wasn’t	one	of	his	creations	 in	 the
first	place.	But	that	look	of	hers!	He	simply	had	not	the	heart	to	let	her	leave	without	any	hope	at	all!

Rosenquartz	was	sitting	on	the	desk	with	his	transparent	legs	crossed,	throwing	bread	crumbs	at	the
fairies.

“Stop	that!”	Fenoglio	snapped.	“Do	you	want	them	to	grab	you	by	the	legs	and	try	throwing	you	out	of
the	window	again?	I	won’t	save	you	this	time,	believe	you	me.	I	won’t	even	sweep	you	up	when	you’re	a
little	pile	of	broken	glass	down	 there	 in	 the	pigs’	muck.	The	garbage	collector	can	shovel	you	 into	his
barrow	instead.”

“That’s	right,	take	your	bad	temper	out	on	me!”	The	glass	man	turned	his	back	on	Fenoglio.	“It	won’t
make	Cosimo	summon	you	any	sooner,	though!”

Here,	unfortunately,	he	was	right.	Fenoglio	went	to	the	window.	In	the	streets	below,	the	excitement



over	Cosimo’s	return	had	died	down,	and	perhaps	the	Adderhead’s	presence	had	cast	a	damper	on	it,	too.
People	were	going	about	their	business	again,	the	pigs	were	rooting	about	among	the	trash,	children	were
chasing	one	another	around	the	close:packed	houses,	and	now	and	then	an	armed	soldier	made	his	way
through	 the	 crowd.	 There	 were	 clearly	 more	 soldiers	 around	 than	 usual	 in	 Ombra	 now.	 Cosimo	 was
obviously	having	them	patrol	the	city,	perhaps	to	prevent	the	men-at-arms	from	riding	his	subjects	down
again	just	because	they	were	in	the	way.	Yes,	Cosimo	will	see	to	everything,	thought	Fenoglio.	He’ll	be	a
good	prince,	insofar	as	any	princes	are	good.	Who	knows,	perhaps	he’ll	even	allow	the	strolling	players
back	into	Ombra	on	ordinary	market	days	soon.

“That’s	it.	That	will	be	my	first	piece	of	advice.	To	let	the	players	back	again,”	murmured	Fenoglio.
“And	 if	 he	 doesn’t	 send	 for	 me	 by	 this	 evening	 I’ll	 go	 to	 him	 unasked.	What’s	 the	 ungrateful	 fellow
thinking	of?	Does	he	suppose	men	get	brought	back	from	the	dead	every	day?”

“I	thought	he’d	never	been	dead	at	all.”	Rosenquartz	clambered	up	to	his	nest.	He	was	out	of	reach
there,	as	he	very	well	knew.	“What	about	Meggie’s	father,	then?	Do	you	think	he’s	still	alive?”

“How	should	I	know?”	replied	Fenoglio	irritably.	He	didn’t	want	to	be	reminded	of	Mortimer.	“Well,
at	least	no	one	can	blame	me	for	that	mess!”	he	growled.	“I	can’t	help	it	if	they’re	all	knocking	my	story
around,	like	a	tree	that	just	has	to	be	thoroughly	pruned	to	make	it	bear	fruit.”

“Pruned?”	Rosenquartz	piped	up.	“No,	they’re	adding	things.	Your	story	is	growing	-	growing	like	a
weed!	And	not	a	particularly	pretty	one,	either,	if	you	ask	me.”

Fenoglio	was	just	wondering	whether	to	throw	the	inkwell	at	him	when	Minerva	put	her	head	around
the	door.

“A	messenger,	Fenoglio!”	Her	 face	was	 flushed,	 as	 if	 she	had	 run	 too	 fast.	 “A	messenger	 from	 the
castle!	He	wants	to	see	you!	Cosimo	wants	to	see	you!”

Fenoglio	 hurried	 to	 the	 door,	 smoothing	 down	 the	 tunic	 that	Minerva	 had	made	 him.	He	 had	 been
wearing	it	for	days,	it	was	badly	crumpled,	but	there	was	no	helping	that	now.	When	he	had	tried	to	pay
Minerva	 for	 it	 she	 had	 just	 shaken	 her	 head,	 saying	 he’d	 paid	 already	 -	 with	 the	 stories	 he	 told	 her
children	day	after	day,	evening	after	evening.	It	was	a	fine	tunic,	though,	even	if	fairy	tales	for	children
had	paid	for	it.

The	messenger	 was	 waiting	 down	 in	 the	 street	 outside	 the	 house,	 looking	 important	 and	 frowning
impatiently.	He	wore	the	black	mourning	cloak,	as	if	the	Prince	of	Sighs	were	still	on	the	throne.

Oh	well,	it	will	all	be	different	now,	thought	Fenoglio.	It	will	most	definitely	be	different.	From	now
on	I,	and	not	my	characters,	will	be	telling	this	story	again.

His	 guide	 didn’t	 even	 look	 around	 at	 him	 as	 he	 hurried	 along	 the	 streets	 after	 the	man.	 Surly	 oaf!
Fenoglio	 thought.	But	 this	 character	probably	 really	was	a	product	of	his,	Fenoglio’s,	pen	 -	one	of	 the
many	anonymous	people	with	whom	he	had	populated	this	world	so	that	his	main	characters	wouldn’t	be
rattling	around	it	on	their	own.

A	number	of	men-at-arms	were	loafing	around	outside	the	stables	in	the	Outer	Courtyard	of	the	castle.
Fenoglio	wondered,	with	annoyance,	what	 they	were	doing	 there.	Cosimo’s	men	were	pacing	back	and
forth	up	on	the	battlements,	like	hounds	set	to	keep	watch	on	a	pack	of	wolves.	The	men-at-arms	stared	up
at	them	with	hostility.	Yes,	you	look	at	that,	thought	Fenoglio.	There’ll	be	no	leading	part	in	my	story	for
your	dark	lord,	only	a	death	fit	for	a	thoroughgoing	villain.	Perhaps	he’d	invent	another	one	sometime,	for
stories	soon	get	boring	without	a	proper	villain,	but	it	was	unlikely	that	Meggie	would	lend	him	her	voice
to	call	such	a	character	to	life.

The	guards	at	the	Inner	Gate	raised	their	spears.
“What’s	 all	 this?”	 Fenoglio	 heard	 the	 Adderhead’s	 voice	 the	 moment	 he	 set	 foot	 in	 the	 Inner

Courtyard.	“Are	you	telling	me	he’s	still	keeping	me	waiting,	you	lousy	fur-faced	creature?”
A	 softer	 voice	 answered,	 apprehensive	 and	 scared.	 Fenoglio	 saw	 the	 Laughing	 Prince’s	 dwarfish

servant,	Tullio,	 facing	 the	Adderhead.	He	only	came	up	 to	 the	prince’s	 silver-studded	belt.	Two	of	 the



Laughing	Prince’s	guards	stood	behind	him,	but	the	Adderhead	was	at	the	head	of	at	least	twenty	heavily
armed	men:	an	intimidating	sight,	even	if	Firefox	wasn’t	with	them,	nor	was	there	any	sign	of	the	Piper.

“Your	daughter	will	receive	you,	sir.”	Tullio’s	voice	shook	like	a	leaf	in	the	wind.
“My	daughter?	If	I	want	Violante’s	company	I’ll	summon	her	to	my	own	castle.	No,	I	want	to	see	this

dead	man	who’s	come	to	life!	So	you	will	now	take	me	to	Gosimo	at	once,	you	stinking	brownie	bastard!”
The	 unfortunate	 Tullio	 began	 trembling.	 “The	 Prince	 of	 Ombra,”	 he	 began	 again,	 in	 a	 thread	 of	 a

voice,	“will	not	receive	you!”
These	words	made	Fenoglio	stumble	back	as	if	he	had	been	struck	in	the	chest	-	right	into	the	nearest

rosebush,	where	 the	 thorns	 caught	 in	his	 new	 tunic.	What	was	going	on?	Cosimo	wouldn’t	 receive	 the
Adderhead?	Was	that	part	of	his	own	plan?

The	Adderhead	thrust	out	his	lips	as	if	he	had	a	bad	taste	in	his	mouth.	The	veins	at	his	temples	stood
out,	 dark	 on	 his	 blotched	 and	 ruddy	 skin.	His	 lizardlike	 eyes	 stared	 down	 at	 Tullio.	 Then	 he	 took	 the
crossbow	from	the	nearest	soldier’s	hand	and,	as	Tullio	ducked	like	a	frightened	rabbit,	aimed	at	one	of
the	 birds	 in	 the	 sky	 above.	 It	was	 a	 good	 shot.	 The	 bird	 fell	 right	 at	 the	Adderhead’s	 feet,	 its	 yellow
feathers	 red	 with	 blood.	 A	 gold-mocker:	 Fenoglio	 had	 invented	 them	 especially	 for	 the	 castle	 of	 the
Prince	of	Sighs.	The	Adderhead	bent	and	pulled	the	arrow	out	of	its	tiny	breast.

“Here,	take	that!”	he	said,	pressing	the	dead	bird	into	Tullio’s	hand.	“And	tell	your	master	that	he	has
obviously	left	his	common	sense	behind	in	the	realm	of	the	dead.	I’ll	allow	that	to	be	some	excuse	this
once,	but	should	he	send	you	to	me	with	such	an	outrageous	message	when	next	I	visit	him,	he’ll	get	not	a
bird	back	but	you	with	an	arrow	in	your	breast.	Will	you	tell	him	that?”

Tullio	stared	at	the	bloodstained	bird	he	was	holding	and	nodded.
As	for	 the	Adderhead,	he	 turned	on	his	heel	and	waved	to	his	men	to	follow	him.	Fenoglio’s	guide

bent	his	head	timorously	as	they	marched	past.	Look	him	straight	in	the	eye!	Fenoglio	told	himself	as	the
Adderhead	passed	so	close	to	him	that	he	thought	he	could	smell	his	sweat.	You	invented	him!	But	instead
he	hunched	his	head	between	his	shoulders,	like	a	tortoise	sensing	danger,	and	did	not	move	until	the	Inner
Gate	had	closed	behind	the	last	of	the	men-at-arms.

Tullio	was	still	waiting	at	the	door	that	had	shut	behind	the	Adderhead,	staring	at	the	dead	bird	in	his
hand.	“Should	I	show	it	to	Cosimo?”	he	asked,	looking	distressed,	as	they	came	up	to	him.

“Oh,	have	it	roasted	in	the	kitchen	and	eat	it	if	you	like!”	Fenoglio’s	guide	snarled	at	him.	“But	get	out
of	my	way.”

The	throne	room	hadn’t	changed	since	Fenoglio’s	last	visit.	The	windows	were	still	hung	with	black.
The	only	light	came	from	candles,	and	the	blank	eyes	of	the	statues	stared	at	everyone	who	approached	the
throne	itself.	But	now	their	living,	breathing	model	sat	on	the	throne,	resembling	his	stone	copies	so	much
that	the	dark	hall	seemed	to	Fenoglio	like	a	house	of	mirrors.

Cosimo	was	 alone.	Neither	Her	Ugliness	 nor	 her	 son	was	 to	 be	 seen.	There	were	 only	 six	 guards
standing	in	the	background,	almost	invisible	in	the	dim	light.

Fenoglio	stopped	at	a	suitable	distance	from	the	steps	up	to	the	throne	and	bowed.	Although	it	was	his
opinion	that	no	one	in	this	or	any	other	world	deserved	to	have	him	-	Fenoglio	-	bow	his	head	to	them,
certainly	not	those	whom	his	own	words	had	called	to	life,	nevertheless	he,	too,	had	to	observe	the	rules
of	the	game	in	this	world	of	his	own	creation.	Here	it	was	as	natural	to	bow	to	nobles	dressed	in	silk	and
velvet	as	it	had	been	to	shake	hands	in	his	old	world.

Go	 on,	 then,	 old	man,	 bow,	 even	 if	 it	 hurts	 your	 back,	 he	 thought,	 bending	 his	 head	 a	 little	 more
humbly.	You	fixed	it	this	way	yourself.

Cosimo	 examined	 him	 as	 if	 he	 were	 not	 sure	 whether	 he	 remembered	 his	 face.	 He	 was	 dressed
entirely	in	white,	which	emphasized	his	likeness	to	the	statues	even	more.

“You	are	the	poet	Fenoglio,	also	known	as	the	Inkweaver,	is	that	so?”	Fenoglio	had	imagined	that	the
voice	would	be	rather	fuller.	Cosimo	looked	at	the	statues,	letting	his	eyes	wander	from	one	to	another.



“Someone	recommended	me	to	summon	you.	I	believe	it	was	my	wife.	She	says	you	have	the	cleverest
mind	to	be	found	between	this	castle	and	the	Adderhead’s,	and	she	thinks	I	shall	need	clever	minds.	But
that’s	not	why	I	called	for	you.”

Violante?	Violante	had	recommended	him?	Fenoglio	tried	to	hide	his	surprise.	“No?	Why	then,	Your
Grace?”	he	asked.

Cosimo’s	 eyes	 rested	 on	 him	 as	 abstractedly	 as	 if	 he	 were	 looking	 straight	 through	 him.	 Then	 he
glanced	down	at	 himself,	 plucked	 at	 the	magnificent	 tunic	he	wore,	 and	 adjusted	his	 belt.	 “My	clothes
don’t	 fit	 anymore,”	he	observed.	“They’re	all	 a	 little	 too	 long	or	 too	wide,	as	 if	 they’d	been	made	 for
those	statues	and	not	for	me.”

He	smiled	at	Fenoglio	rather	helplessly.	It	was	the	smile	of	an	angel.
“You	…	er	…	you’ve	been	through	a	difficult	time,	Your	Grace,”	said	Fenoglio.
“Yes.	Yes,	so	I’m	told.	You	see,	I	don’t	remember.	There’s	very	little	I	can	remember	at	all.	My	head

feels	strangely	empty.”	He	passed	a	hand	over	his	brow	and	 looked	at	 the	statues	again.	“That’s	why	I
summoned	you,”	he	said.	“They	say	you’re	a	master	of	words,	and	I	want	you	to	help	me	remember.	I’m
giving	you	the	task	of	writing	down	everything	there	is	to	say	about	Cosimo.	Get	my	soldiers	to	tell	you,
my	servants,	my	old	nurse,	my…wife.”	He	hesitated	for	a	moment	before	saying	that	last	word.	“Balbulus
will	write	your	stories	out	and	illuminate	them,	and	then	I’ll	have	them	read	to	me,	to	fill	the	empty	space
in	my	head	and	heart	with	words	and	images	again.	Do	you	think	you	can	do	it?”

Fenoglio	 hastily	 nodded.	 “Oh	 yes,	 of	 course,	 Your	 Grace.	 I’ll	 write	 it	 all	 down.	 Stories	 of	 your
childhood,	when	your	worthy	father	was	still	alive,	 tales	of	your	first	 rides	 through	the	Wayless	Wood,
everything	about	the	day	your	wife	came	to	this	castle,	and	the	day	your	son	was	born.”

Cosimo	nodded.	“Yes,	yes!”	he	said,	and	 there	was	 relief	 in	his	voice.	“I	 see	you	understand.	And
don’t	forget	my	victory	over	the	fire-raisers	and	the	time	I	spent	with	the	White	Women.”

“I	certainly	will	not.”	Fenoglio	examined	the	handsome	face	as	unobtrusively	as	possible.	How	could
this	have	happened?	He	had	been	meant	not	just	to	believe	that	he	was	the	real	Cosimo,	but	to	share	all
the	dead	man’s	memories,	too…

Cosimo	rose	from	the	throne	occupied	by	his	father	not	so	long	ago	and	began	pacing	up	and	down.
“I’ve	already	been	told	several	stories	myself.	By	my	wife.”

Her	Ugliness	again.	Fenoglio	looked	around	for	her.	“Where	is	your	wife?”
“Looking	for	my	son.	He	ran	away	because	I	wouldn’t	receive	his	grandfather.”
“If	I	may	make	so	bold,	Your	Grace	-	why	wouldn’t	you	receive	him?”
The	heavy	door	opened	behind	Fenoglio’s	back,	and	Tullio	scurried	in.	He	was	no	longer	holding	the

dead	bird	as	he	crouched	on	the	steps	at	Cosimo’s	feet,	but	fear	still	lingered	on	his	face.
“I	 do	 not	 intend	 ever	 to	 receive	 him	 again.”	Cosimo	 stopped	 in	 front	 of	 the	 throne	 and	 patted	 the

emblem	of	his	house.	“I	have	told	the	guards	at	the	gate	not	to	let	my	father-in-law	into	this	castle	another
time,	or	any	who	serve	him.”

Tullio	 looked	up	at	him	in	alarm	and	incredulity,	as	 if	he	already	felt	 the	Adderhead’s	arrow	in	his
own	furry	breast.

But	Cosimo,	 unmoved,	was	 continuing.	 “I	 have	 had	myself	 informed	of	what	went	 on	 in	my	 realm
while	I”	-	and	he	hesitated	for	a	moment	again	before	going	on	-	“while	I	was	away.	Yes,	let’s	call	it	that:
away.	I	have	listened	to	my	administrators,	head	foresters,	merchants	and	peasants,	my	soldiers,	and	my
wife.	In	the	process	I	have	learned	some	very	interesting	things.	Alarming	things.	And	just	imagine,	poet:
My	father-in-law	had	something	to	do	with	almost	every	bad	tale	that	I	hear.	Tell	me,	since	I	believe	you
go	in	and	out	of	the	strolling	players’	tents:	What	do	the	Motley	Folk	say	about	the	Adderhead?”

“The	 Motley	 Folk?”	 Fenoglio	 cleared	 his	 throat.	 “Well,	 what	 everyone	 says.	 They	 say	 he’s	 very
powerful,	perhaps	rather	too	powerful.”

Cosimo	uttered	a	mirthless	laugh.	“Oh	yes.	He	is	indeed.	And?”



What	 was	 he	 getting	 at?	 You	 should	 know,	 Fenoglio,	 he	 told	 himself	 uneasily.	 If	 you	 don’t	 know
what’s	going	on	in	his	head,	 then	who	does?	“Well,	 they	say	the	Adderhead	rules	with	an	iron	fist,”	he
went	on	hesitantly.	“There’s	no	law	in	Argenta	but	his	own	word	and	his	seal.	He	is	vengeful	and	vain,	he
extorts	 so	much	from	his	peasants	 that	 they	go	hungry,	he	sends	 rebellious	subjects	 to	his	 silver	mines,
even	children,	until	they’re	spitting	blood	down	in	the	depths.	Poachers	caught	in	his	part	of	the	forest	are
blinded,	 thieves	have	their	 right	hands	cut	off-	 I	am	glad	 to	say	your	father	abolished	that	custom	some
time	ago	-	and	the	only	minstrel	who	can	safely	approach	the	Castle	of	Night	is	the	Piper	-	when	he’s	not
plundering	villages	with	Firefox.”	Good	heavens,	did	I	write	all	this?	thought	Fenoglio.	/	suppose	I	did.

“Yes,	I’ve	heard	all	that,	too.	What	else?”	Cosimo	folded	his	arms	over	his	chest	and	began	pacing	up
and	down,	up	and	down.	He	really	was	as	beautiful	as	an	angel.	Perhaps	I	ought	to	have	made	him	a	little
less	beautiful,	thought	Fenoglio.	He	looks	almost	unreal.

“What	else?”	Fenoglio	 frowned.	“The	Adderhead	was	always	afraid	of	death,	but	 as	he	gets	older
they	say	it’s	become	almost	an	obsession.	He	is	said	to	spend	the	night	on	his	knees,	sobbing	and	cursing,
shaking	with	fear	that	the	White	Women	will	come	for	him.	They	also	say	that	he	washes	several	times	a
day,	for	fear	of	sickness	and	infection,	and	he	sends	envoys	to	distant	lands,	with	chests	full	of	silver	to
buy	him	miracle	cures	for	old	age.	And	the	women	he	marries	are	younger	and	younger.	He	hopes	that	a
son	will	be	born	to	him	at	long	last.”

Cosimo	had	stopped	pacing.	“Yes!”	he	said	softly.	“Yes,	I	have	heard	all	that,	too.	But	there	are	even
worse	stories.	When	are	you	coming	to	those	-	or	must	I	 tell	 them	myself?”	And	before	Fenoglio	could
answer	he	went	on.	“They	say	the	Adderhead	sends	Firefox	over	the	border	by	night	to	extort	goods	from
my	peasants.	They	say	he	claims	 the	whole	Wayless	Wood	for	himself,	he	has	my	merchants	plundered
when	they	come	ashore	in	his	harbors,	demands	high	tolls	from	them	for	the	use	of	his	streets	and	bridges,
and	pays	footpads	to	make	my	roads	unsafe.	They	say	he	has	the	timber	for	his	ships	chopped	down	in	my
part	of	 the	forest	and	keeps	his	 informers	in	this	castle	and	in	every	street	 in	Ombra.	They	say	he	even
paid	my	own	son	to	tell	him	everything	my	father	discussed	with	his	councillors	in	this	hall.	And	finally”	-
Cosimo	paused	 for	 effect	 before	 he	went	 on	 -	 “I	 am	 assured	 that	 the	messenger	who	warned	 the	 fire-
raisers	of	my	forthcoming	attack	on	them	was	sent	by	my	father-in-law.	I’m	told	he	ate	quails	covered	in
silver	leaf	to	celebrate	my	death,	and	sent	my	father	a	letter	of	sympathy	on	parchment	so	cleverly	painted
with	 poison	 that	 every	 character	 on	 it	 was	 deadly	 as	 snake’s	 venom.	 So	 do	 you	 still	 wonder	 why	 I
wouldn’t	receive	him?”

Poisoned	parchment?	Good	heavens,	who’d	think	up	something	like	that?	thought	Fenoglio.	Not	I,	for
one!

“Are	you	at	a	loss	for	words,	poet?”	asked	Cosimo.	“Well,	I	can	tell	you	I	felt	the	same	when	I	was
told	all	these	terrible	things.	What	can	one	say	of	such	a	neighbor?	What	do	you	think	of	the	rumor	that	the
Adderhead	had	my	wife’s	mother	poisoned	because	she	liked	listening	to	a	minstrel	too	much?	What	do
you	think	of	his	sending	Firefox	his	own	men-at-arms	as	reinforcements,	to	make	quite	sure	that	I	never
returned	from	the	fire-raisers’	fortress?	My	father-in-law	tried	to	do	away	with	me,	poet!	I	have	forgotten
a	year	of	my	life,	and	everything	before	it	is	as	vague	in	my	mind	as	if	someone	else	had	lived	it.	They	say
I	was	dead.	They	say	the	White	Women	took	me	away.	They	ask:	Where	have	you	been,	Cosimo?	And	I
don’t	know	the	answer!	But	now	I	know	who	wanted	my	death,	and	I	know	who	to	blame	for	the	way	I
feel	now:	empty	like	a	gutted	fish,	younger	than	my	own	son.	Tell	me,	what’s	the	appropriate	punishment
for	crimes	of	such	a	monstrous	kind	against	both	me	and	others?”

But	Fenoglio	could	only	look	at	him.	Who	is	he?	he	asked	himself.	For	heaven’s	sake,	Fenoglio,	you
know	what	he	looks	like,	but	who	is	he?	“You	tell	me!”	he	replied	at	last,	hoarsely.

And	Cosimo	gave	him	that	angelic	smile	again.	“Why,	there’s	only	one	appropriate	punishment,	poet!”
he	said.	“I	will	go	to	war.	I’ll	wage	war	against	my	father-in-law	until	the	Castle	of	Night	is	razed	to	the
ground	and	his	name	is	forgotten.”



Fenoglio	stood	there	in	the	darkened	hall,	hearing	his	own	blood	roaring	in	his	ears.	War?	I	must	have
misheard,	 he	 thought.	 I	 never	wrote	 anything	 about	war.	But	 a	 voice	 began	whispering	 inside	 him:	 “A
great	new	age,	Fenoglio!	Didn’t	you	write	something	about	a	great	new	age?”

“He	has	 the	 impudence	 to	 ride	 to	my	castle	with	men	 in	his	 retinue	who	have	already	pillaged	and
burned	for	Capricorn;	he’s	made	Firefox,	whom	I	rode	out	to	defeat,	his	herald;	he’s	sent	the	Piper	here	as
protector	of	my	son!	The	audacity	of	 it!	Perhaps	he	could	deride	my	father	 in	 that	way,	but	not	me.	I’ll
show	him	he’s	not	dealing	with	a	prince	who’s	either	shedding	tears	or	overeating	now.”	A	faint	flush	had
risen	to	Cosimo’s	face.	Anger	made	him	even	more	handsome.

War.	Think,	Fenoglio.	Think.	War!	Is	that	what	you	wanted?	He	felt	his	old	knees	beginning	to	tremble.
As	for	Cosimo,	he	laid	his	hand	almost	lovingly	on	his	sword.	He	slowly	drew	it	from	the	scabbard.

“It	was	for	this	alone	that	death	spared	me,	poet,”	he	said,	cutting	the	air	with	the	long,	slender	blade.	“So
that	I	could	bring	justice	to	this	world	and	turn	the	Devil	himself	off	his	throne.	That’s	worth	fighting	for,
don’t	you	think?	Even	worth	dying	for.”	He	was	a	fine	sight	standing	there	with	the	drawn	sword	in	his
hand.	And	yes,	wasn’t	he	right?	Perhaps	war	really	was	the	only	way	to	put	the	Adderhead	in	his	place.

“You	 must	 help	 me,	 Inkweaver!	 That’s	 what	 they	 call	 you,	 don’t	 they?	 I	 like	 the	 name!”	 Gosimo
gracefully	sheathed	the	sword	again.	Tullio,	who	was	still	sitting	on	the	steps	at	his	feet,	shuddered	as	the
sharp	blade	scraped	the	leather	scabbard.	“You	will	write	a	speech	for	me,	calling	my	people	to	arms.
You	will	explain	our	cause	 to	 them,	you’ll	plant	enthusiasm	for	 that	cause	and	hatred	 for	our	enemy	 in
every	heart.	And	we’ll	use	the	strolling	players,	 too	-	you’re	a	friend	of	 theirs.	Write	 them	fiery	songs,
poet!	Songs	 that	will	make	men	want	 to	fight.	You	forge	 the	words,	 I’ll	have	 the	swords	forged.	Many,
many	swords.”

He	stood	there	like	an	avenging	angel,	 lacking	nothing	but	 the	wings,	and	for	the	first,	 the	very	first
time	in	his	life	Fenoglio	felt	something	like	affection	for	one	of	his	inky	creations.	I’ll	give	him	wings,	he
thought.	I	will	indeed.	With	my	words.

“Your	Highness!”	When	he	bowed	his	head	this	time	it	wasn’t	difficult,	and	for	a	wonderful	moment
he	felt	almost	as	if	he	had	written	himself	the	son	he’d	never	had.	Don’t	go	turning	sentimental	in	your	old
age,	he	told	himself,	but	this	warning	made	no	difference	to	the	unaccustomed	softening	of	his	heart.

I	ought	to	ride	with	him,	he	thought.	Yes,	indeed.	I’ll	go	to	war	against	the	Adderhead	with	him,	old	as
I	may	be.	Fenoglio,	a	hero	in	the	world	of	his	own	creation,	a	poet	and	a	warrior,	too.	It	was	a	role	he’d
like.	As	if	he	had	written	himself	the	perfect	part	to	play.

Cosimo	smiled	again.	Fenoglio	would	have	bet	everything	he	had	that	 there	was	no	more	delightful
smile	in	this	or	any	other	world.	Tullio	seemed	to	have	succumbed	to	Cosimo’s	charm,	too,	despite	the
fear	 the	Adderhead	had	put	 into	his	heart.	Enchanted,	he	stared	up	at	 the	master	who	had	come	back	to
him,	his	little	hands	in	his	lap	as	if	they	were	still	holding	the	bird	with	the	bloody	breast.

“I	hear	your	words	already!”	said	Cosimo,	returning	to	the	throne.	“My	wife	loves	written	words,	you
know,	words	that	stick	to	parchment	and	paper	like	dead	flies,	and	it	seems	my	father	felt	the	same	-	but	I
want	to	hear	words,	not	read	them!	Remember	that,	when	you’re	looking	for	the	right	words:	You	must	ask
yourself	what	 they	sound	 like!	Glowing	with	passion,	dark	with	sorrow,	sweet	with	 love,	 that’s	what	 I
want.	Write	words	quivering	with	all	our	 righteous	anger	at	 the	Adderhead’s	evil	deeds,	and	soon	 that
anger	will	be	in	every	heart.	You	will	write	my	accusation,	my	fiery	accusation,	and	we’ll	have	it	read	out
in	every	marketplace	and	spread	abroad	by	the	strolling	players:	Beware,	Adderhead!	Let	it	be	heard	all
the	way	to	his	own	side	of	the	forest.	Your	wicked	days	are	numbered!	And	soon	every	peasant	will	want
to	fight	under	my	banner,	every	man	young	or	old,	your	words	will	bring	them	flocking	here	to	the	castle!
I’ve	heard	that	when	the	Adderhead	doesn’t	like	what	books	say	he’ll	sometimes	have	them	burned	in	the
fireplaces	of	his	castle,	but	how	will	he	burn	words	that	everyone	is	singing	and	speaking?”

He	could	always	burn	the	man	who	speaks	them,	thought	Fenoglio.	Or	the	man	who	wrote	them.	It	was
an	uncomfortable	thought	that	cooled	the	ardor	of	his	heart	slightly,	but	Cosimo	seemed	to	have	picked	it



up.
“I	 shall,	of	course,	 take	you	under	my	personal	protection	 immediately,”	he	said.	“In	 the	 future	you

will	live	here	at	the	castle,	in	apartments	suitable	for	a	court	poet.”
“At	the	castle?”	Fenoglio	cleared	his	throat,	so	awkward	did	this	offer	make	him	feel.	“That…that’s

very	 generous	 of	 you.	Yes,	 indeed.”	New	 times	were	 coming,	 new	 and	wonderful	 times.	A	 great	 new
age…

“You	will	be	a	good	prince,	Your	Grace!”	he	said,	his	voice	much	moved.	“A	good	and	great	prince.
And	my	songs	about	you	will	still	be	sung	in	centuries	to	come,	when	the	Adderhead	is	long	forgotten.	I
promise	you	that.”

Footsteps	 sounded	 behind	 him.	 Fenoglio	 turned,	 annoyed	 by	 the	 interruption	 at	 such	 an	 emotional
moment.	Violante	came	hurrying	through	the	hall,	holding	her	son’s	hand,	with	her	maid	behind	her.

“Cosimo!”	she	cried.	“Listen	to	him.	Your	son	wants	to	say	he’s	sorry.”
Fenoglio	didn’t	 think	that	Jacopo	looked	at	all	sorry.	Violante	was	having	to	drag	him	along	behind

her,	 and	 his	 face	was	 dark	 as	 thunder.	He	 didn’t	 seem	 particularly	 pleased	 by	 his	 father’s	 return.	His
mother,	on	the	other	hand,	was	radiant	as	Fenoglio	had	never	seen	her	before,	and	the	mark	on	her	face
was	not	much	darker	than	a	shadow	cast	by	the	sun.

“The	birthmark	on	Her	Ugliness’s	face	faded.”	Oh,	thank	you,	Meggie,	he	thought.	What	a	pity	you’re
not	here…

“I	won’t	say	sorry!”	announced	Jacopo,	as	his	mother	propelled	him	none	too	gently	up	the	steps	to	the
throne.	“He’s	the	one	who	ought	to	say	sorry	to	my	grandfather!”

Unobtrusively,	Fenoglio	took	a	step	back.	Time	for	him	to	go.
“Do	you	remember	me?”	he	heard	Cosimo	ask.	“Was	I	a	stern	father?”
Jacopo	merely	shrugged.
“Oh	yes,	you	were	very	stern!”	Her	Ugliness	replied	on	the	child’s	behalf.	“You	took	away	his	hounds

when	he	acted	like	this.	And	his	horse.”
She	was	clever,	cleverer	than	Fenoglio	had	expected.	He	went	quietly	toward	the	door.	It	was	a	good

thing	he’d	soon	be	living	at	the	castle.	He	must	keep	an	eye	on	Violante,	or	she’d	soon	be	filling	the	blank
of	Cosimo’s	memory	to	her	own	liking	-	as	if	stuffing	a	newly	prepared	turkey.	When	the	servants	opened
the	 great	 door	 he	 saw	Cosimo	 abstractedly	 smiling	 at	 his	wife.	He’s	 grateful	 to	 her,	 thought	 Fenoglio,
grateful	to	her	for	filling	his	emptiness	with	her	words,	but	he	doesn’t	love	her.

And	of	course	that’s	another	thing	you	never	thought	of,	Fenoglio,	he	told	himself	reproachfully	as	he
walked	through	the	Inner	Courtyard.	Why	didn’t	you	write	a	word	about	Cosimo	loving	his	wife?	Didn’t
you	tell	Meggie	the	story,	long	ago,	about	the	flower	maiden	who	gave	her	heart	to	the	wrong	man?	What
are	stories	for	if	we	don’t	learn	from	them?	Well,	at	least	Violante	loved	Cosimo.	You	only	had	to	look	at
her	to	see	it.	That	was	something,	after	all.	…

On	the	other	hand…Violante’s	maid,	 the	girl	with	the	beautiful	hair,	Brianna,	who	Meggie	said	was
Dustfinger’s	daughter	-	hadn’t	she	seemed	equally	enraptured	when	she	looked	at	Cosimo?	And	Cosimo
himself	 -	 hadn’t	 he	 looked	 at	 the	maid	more	often	 than	 at	 his	wife?	Oh,	never	mind,	 thought	Fenoglio.
There’ll	soon	be	more	important	matters	at	stake	than	love.	Far	more	important	matters…



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
39	Another	Messenger

The	strongest	memory	is	weaker	than	the	palest	ink.
Chinese	proverb,	Die	Weisse	und	die	Schwarze	Kunst
The	Adderhead	and	his	men-at-arms	had	disappeared	when	Fenoglio	came	out	of	the	gate	of	the	Inner

Castle.	Good,	thought	Fenoglio.	He’ll	be	fuming	with	rage	on	his	long	ride	home!	The	thought	of	it	made
him	smile.	A	number	of	men	were	waiting	in	the	Outer	Courtyard.	It	was	easy	to	guess	their	trade	from
their	 blackened	 hands,	 even	 though	 no	 doubt	 they	 had	 scrubbed	 them	 thoroughly	 for	 their	 prince.	 The
entire	population	of	Smiths’	Alley	in	Ombra	seemed	to	have	come	up	to	the	castle.	You	forge	the	words,
I’ll	have	the	swords	forged.	Many,	many	swords.	Had	Cosimo’s	preparations	for	his	war	begun	already?
If	so,	it’s	time	I	set	to	work	on	my	words,	Fenoglio	told	himself.

As	he	turned	into	Cobblers’	Alley	he	thought	for	a	moment	that	he	heard	steps	behind	him,	but	when	he
turned	there	was	only	a	one-legged	beggar	hobbling	laboriously	past	him.	At	every	other	step	the	beggar’s
crutch	 slipped	 in	 the	 filth	 lying	 among	 the	 houses	 -	 pig	 dung,	 vegetable	 refuse,	 stinking	 puddles	 of
whatever	 fluids	 people	 tipped	 out	 of	 their	 windows.	 Well,	 there’ll	 soon	 be	 cripples	 enough,	 thought
Fenoglio	as	he	walked	on	toward	Minerva’s	house.	You	could	call	war	a	cripple	factory…What	kind	of
idea	was	that?	Were	doubts	of	Cosimo’s	plans	stirring	in	his	elated	mind?	Oh,	let	it	alone…

By	 all	 the	 letters	 of	 the	 alphabet,	 I’m	 certainly	 not	 going	 to	miss	 this	 climb	once	 I’m	 living	 in	 the
castle,	he	thought	as	he	toiled	up	the	stairway	to	his	room.	I	must	just	remember	to	ask	Cosimo	not,	on	any
account,	to	give	me	quarters	in	one	of	the	towers.	The	climb	up	to	Balbulus’s	workshop	was	bad	enough!
“Oh,	so	these	few	steps	are	too	steep	for	you,	but	you	trust	yourself	to	go	to	war	in	your	old	age,	do	you?”
said	 a	 quiet,	 mocking	 voice	 inside	 him.	 It	 always	 spoke	 up	 at	 the	 most	 inappropriate	 moments,	 but
Fenoglio	had	plenty	of	practice	in	ignoring	it.

Rosenquartz	wasn’t	there.	Presumably	he	had	climbed	out	of	the	window	again	to	visit	the	glass	man
working	for	 the	scribe	who	lived	over	 the	road	in	Bakers’	Alley.	The	fairies	all	seemed	to	have	flown
away,	too.	It	was	quiet	in	Fenoglio’s	room,	unusually	quiet.	He	sat	down	on	his	bed,	sighing.	He	didn’t
know	why,	but	he	couldn’t	help	thinking	of	his	grandchildren	and	the	way	they	used	to	fill	his	house	with
noise	 and	 laughter.	 So	what?	 he	 thought,	 feeling	 angry	with	 himself.	Minerva’s	 children	make	 just	 the
same	kind	of	noise,	and	think	how	often	you’ve	sent	 them	packing	down	to	the	yard	because	it	was	too
much	for	you!

Footsteps	came	up	the	stairs.	Well,	speak	of	the	devil…!	He	didn’t	feel	like	telling	stories,	not	at	the
moment.	He	had	to	pack	his	things	and	then	break	the	news	gently	to	Minerva	that	she	must	look	around
for	a	new	lodger.

“Go	away!”	he	called	to	whoever	was	at	the	door.	“Go	and	tease	the	pigs	or	chickens	in	the	yard!	The
Inkweaver	doesn’t	have	time	just	now.	He’s	moving	to	the	castle.”

The	door	swung	open	all	the	same,	but	not	to	reveal	two	children’s	faces.	A	man	stood	there	-	a	man
with	a	blotched	face	and	slightly	protuberant	eyes.	Fenoglio	had	never	seen	him	before,	yet	he	seemed
strangely	familiar.	His	leather	trousers	were	patched	and	dirty,	but	the	color	of	his	cloak	made	Fenoglio’s
heart	beat	faster.	It	was	the	Adderhead’s	silvery	gray.

“What’s	 the	 idea?”	he	asked	brusquely,	getting	 to	his	 feet,	but	 the	 stranger	was	already	 through	 the
doorway.	He	stood	there	with	his	legs	spread,	his	grin	as	ugly	as	his	face	itself,	but	it	was	the	sight	of	his
companion	 that	made	Fenoglio’s	old	knees	feel	weak.	Basta	was	smiling	at	him	like	a	 long-lost	 friend.



He,	too,	wore	the	silver	of	the	Adderhead.
“Bad	luck	again!	Talk	about	terrible	luck!”	said	Basta,	looking	around	the	room.	“The	girl’s	not	here.

And	there	we	go	stalking	you	all	the	way	from	the	castle,	quiet	as	cats,	thinking	we’ll	catch	two	birds	with
one	stone,	and	now	it’s	just	one	ugly	old	raven	in	our	trap.	Never	mind,	at	least	one	is	something.	Can’t
expect	 too	much	of	Lady	Fortune,	 can	we?	After	 all,	 she	 sent	 you	 to	 the	 castle	 at	 just	 the	 right	 time.	 I
recognized	your	ugly	tortoise	face	at	once,	but	you	didn’t	even	see	me,	did	you?”

No,	 Fenoglio	 hadn’t	 seen	 him.	 Should	 he	 have	 looked	 closely	 at	 every	 man	 standing	 behind	 the
Adderhead?	Yes	-	if	you’d	had	your	wits	about	you,	Fenoglio,	he	told	himself,	that’s	exactly	what	you’d
have	done!	How	could	you	forget	that	Basta’s	back?	Wasn’t	what	happened	to	Mortimer	warning	enough?

“Well,	 what	 a	 surprise!	 Basta!	 How	 did	 you	 escape	 the	 Shadow?”	 he	 said	 out	 loud,	 moving
unobtrusively	backward	until	he	could	feel	the	bed	behind	him.	Ever	since	a	man	in	the	house	next	door
had	his	throat	cut	in	his	sleep,	he	had	slept	with	a	knife	under	his	pillow,	although	he	wasn’t	sure	if	it	was
still	there.

“Sorry,	but	he	must	have	overlooked	me,	shut	up	 in	 that	cage	as	I	was,”	purred	Basta	 in	his	catlike
voice.	 “Capricorn	 wasn’t	 so	 lucky,	 but	 Mortola	 is	 still	 around,	 and	 she’s	 told	 our	 old	 friend	 the
Adderhead	about	 the	 three	birds	we’re	after.	Dangerous	sorcerers	who	kill	with	words.”	Basta	 slowly
came	toward	Fenoglio.	“Who	do	you	think	those	birds	are?”

The	other	man	kicked	the	door	shut	with	his	boot.
“Mortola?”	Fenoglio	tried	to	make	his	voice	mocking	and	supercilious,	but	it	sounded	more	like	the

croak	of	a	dying	raven.	“Wasn’t	it	Mortola	who	had	you	put	in	the	cage	to	be	fed	to	the	Shadow?”
Basta	just	shrugged	his	shoulders	and	flung	back	his	silver-gray	cloak.	Of	course,	he	had	his	knife.	A

brand-new	one,	it	seemed,	finer	than	any	he’d	ever	had	in	the	other	world	and	undoubtedly	just	as	sharp.
“Yes,	not	very	nice	of	her,”	he	said	as	his	fingers	caressed	the	handle	of	the	knife.	“But	she’s	really

sorry.	Come	on,	then,	do	you	know	what	birds	we’re	after?	Let	me	help	you	a	little.	We’ve	already	wrung
the	neck	of	one	of	them	-	the	one	that	sang	loudest.”

Fenoglio	 let	 himself	 drop	 onto	 the	 bed,	without	 -	 or	 so	 he	 hoped	 -	 any	 expression	 on	 his	 face.	 “I
assume	you	mean	Mortimer,”	he	said,	slowly	pushing	his	hand	under	the	pillow.

“Quite	 right!”	Basta	smiled.	“You	should	have	been	 there	when	Mortola	shot	him.	Just	 the	way	she
used	to	shoot	 the	crows	who	stole	 the	seed	from	her	fields.”	The	memory	made	his	smile	even	nastier.
How	well	Fenoglio	knew	what	was	going	on	in	his	black	heart!	After	all,	he	had	made	up	Basta,	just	as	he
had	made	up	Cosimo	and	his	angelic	smile.	Basta	had	always	liked	describing	his	own	and	other	people’s
abominable	 deeds	 in	 detail.	 His	 companion	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 be	 so	 talkative.	 He	 was	 looking	 around
Fenoglio’s	 room	with	 a	bored	expression.	 .A	good	 thing	 the	glass	man	wasn’t	 there;	 it	was	 so	 easy	 to
smash	him.

“But	we’re	not	going	to	shoot	you.”	Basta	came	a	little	closer	to	Fenoglio,	his	face	as	intent	as	that	of
a	stalking	cat.	“We’ll	probably	hang	you	until	your	tongue	is	sticking	out	of	your	poor	old	mouth.”

“How	very	imaginative!”	said	Fenoglio,	moving	his	fingers	farther	and	farther	under	the	pillow.	“But
you	know	what	will	happen	then.	You’ll	die,	too.”

Basta’s	 smile	 disappeared	 as	 suddenly	 as	 a	 mouse	 scurrying	 into	 its	 hole.	 “Oh	 yes!”	 he	 hissed
unpleasantly,	as	his	hand	instinctively	went	to	the	amulet	at	his	throat.	“I	almost	forgot.	You	believe	you
made	me	up,	right?	And	what	about	him?”	He	pointed	to	the	other	man.	“That’s	Slasher.	Did	you	make	him
up,	 too?	He	sometimes	worked	 for	Capricorn,	 after	 all.	Many	of	 the	old	 fire-raisers	wear	 the	Adder’s
silver	now,	although	some	of	us	think	it	was	more	fun	under	Capricorn.	All	those	fine	folk	in	the	Castle	of
Night…!”	He	spat	scornfully	at	Fenoglio’s	feet.	“It’s	no	coincidence	that	the	Adderhead	has	a	snake	on	his
coat	of	arms.	He	wants	you	to	crawl	on	your	belly	to	him,	that’s	what	our	noble	lord	and	master	likes.	But
never	mind,	he	pays	well!	Hey,	Slasher!”	he	addressed	his	 still-silent	companion.	“What	do	you	 think,
does	the	old	fellow	look	as	if	he	made	you	up?”



Slasher’s	ugly	face	twisted.	“If	so,	he	made	a	bad	job	of	it,	eh?”
“You’re	right	there.”	Basta	laughed.	“I’d	say	he	deserves	a	taste	of	our	knives	just	for	the	face	he	gave

you,	right?”
Slasher.	 Yes,	 indeed,	 he’d	 invented	 Slasher,	 too.	 Fenoglio	 felt	 sick	 to	 his	 stomach	 when	 he

remembered	why	he’d	given	the	man	that	name.
“Out	with	 it,	old	man!”	Basta	 leaned	so	close	 that	Fenoglio	smelled	his	peppermint-scented	breath.

“Where’s	 the	girl?	Tell	us	and	we	may	 let	you	 live	a	 little	 longer.	We’ll	send	 the	child	after	her	 father
first.	I’m	sure	she’s	longing	to	see	him.	They	were	so	fond	of	each	other,	those	two.	Come	on,	where	is
she?	Spit	it	out!”	He	slowly	drew	the	knife	from	his	belt.	Its	blade	was	long	and	slightly	curved.	Fenoglio
swallowed	 as	 if	 to	 force	 down	 his	 fear.	 He	 pushed	 his	 hand	 yet	 farther	 under	 the	 pillow,	 but	 all	 his
fingertips	met	was	a	piece	of	bread,	probably	hidden	there	by	Rosenquartz.	Just	as	well,	he	thought.	What
good	would	a	knife	have	done?	Basta	would	have	run	me	through	before	I	even	got	a	proper	hold	on	it,
not	to	mention	Slasher.	He	felt	the	sweat	running	into	his	eyes.

“Hey,	Basta,	I	know	you	like	the	sound	of	your	own	voice,	but	let’s	get	going	and	take	him	with	us.”
Slasher	spoke	in	croaking	tones,	like	the	toads	in	the	hills	by	night.	Of	course,	that	was	how	Fenoglio	had
described	him:	Slasher,	the	man	with	the	voice	of	a	toad.	“We	can	question	him	later.	We	have	to	follow
the	others	now,”	he	urged	Basta.	“Who	knows	what	this	dead	prince	will	do	next?	Suppose	he	doesn’t	let
us	out	of	his	accursed	gate?	Suppose	he	sends	his	soldiers	after	us?	The	others	must	be	miles	ahead	by
now!”

With	a	regretful	sigh,	Basta	put	 the	knife	back	in	his	belt.	“Yes,	very	well,	you’re	right,”	he	said	in
surly	tones.	“I	need	to	take	my	time	with	this	sort	of	thing.	Questioning	people	is	an	art,	a	real	art.”	He
roughly	 seized	Fenoglio’s	 arm,	 pulled	 him	 to	 his	 feet,	 and	 pushed	 him	 toward	 the	 door.	 “Just	 like	 old
times,	eh?”	he	snarled	in	his	ear.	“I	 took	you	out	of	your	own	house	once	before,	remember?	Put	on	as
good	an	act	as	you	did	then	and	you’ll	go	on	breathing	a	little	longer.	And	if	we	pass	that	woman	feeding
pigs	in	the	yard,	tell	her	we’re	taking	you	to	see	an	old	girlfriend	of	yours,	understand?”

Fenoglio	just	nodded.	Minerva	wouldn’t	believe	a	word	of	it,	but	perhaps	she	might	fetch	help.
Basta’s	 hand	 was	 already	 on	 the	 door	 handle	 when	 footsteps	 came	 upstairs	 again.	 The	 old	 wood

creaked	and	groaned.	The	children.	For	heaven’s	sake!	But	it	was	not	a	child’s	voice	that	spoke	outside
the	door.

“Inkweaver?”
Basta	cast	an	anxious	glance	at	Slasher,	but	Fenoglio	had	recognized	the	voice:	It	was	Cloud-Dancer,

the	 former	 tightrope-walker,	who	had	brought	him	messages	 from	 the	Black	Prince	many	 times	before.
He’d	be	no	help,	 not	with	his	 stiff	 leg!	But	what	 news	brought	 him	here?	Had	 the	Black	Prince	heard
anything	of	Meggie?

Basta	waved	 Slasher	 over	 to	 the	 left	 of	 the	 door	 and	 stationed	 himself	 to	 the	 right.	 Then	 he	 gave
Fenoglio	a	sign	and	drew	the	knife	from	his	belt	again.

Fenoglio	opened	the	door.	It	was	so	low	that	he	always	had	to	duck	his	head	coming	in.	There	stood
Cloud-Dancer,	rubbing	his	knee.	“Bloody	stairs!”	he	swore.	“Steep	and	falling	apart.	I’m	just	glad	you’re
in	and	I	don’t	have	to	climb	them	again.	Here.”	He	looked	around	as	if	the	old	house	had	ears	and	reached
into	the	leather	bag	that	had	carried	so	many	letters	from	place	to	place.	“The	girl	who’s	staying	with	you
sends	you	this.”	He	held	out	a	piece	of	paper	folded	several	times.	It	looked	like	a	page	from	Meggie’s
notebook.	Meggie	hated	to	tear	pages	out	of	a	book,	and	she’d	have	been	reluctant	to	take	one	out	of	this
notebook	in	particular;	her	father	had	bound	it	for	her.	So	the	message	must	be	very	important	-	and	Basta
would	take	it	from	him	at	once.

“Well,	here	you	are,	then!”	Cloud-Dancer	impatiently	held	the	folded	paper	in	front	of	his	nose.	“Any
idea	how	fast	I	hurried	to	bring	you	this?”

Reluctantly,	Fenoglio	put	out	his	hand.	He	knew	just	one	thing:	Basta	must	not	see	Meggie’s	message.



Never.	His	fingers	closed	around	the	paper	so	tightly	that	none	of	it	was	visible.
“And	 listen!”	 Cloud-Dancer	 went	 on	 quietly.	 “The	 Adderhead	 has	 attacked	 the	 Secret	 Camp.

Dustfinger	-“
Fenoglio	 shook	his	 head,	 almost	 imperceptibly.	 “Fine.	Thank	you	very	much,	 but	 the	 fact	 is	 I	 have

visitors	just	now,”	he	said,	desperately	trying	to	convey	what	he	couldn’t	say	in	words	with	his	eyes.	He
rolled	 them	 to	 right	 and	 left,	 as	 if	 they	 could	 act	 as	 fingers	 pointing	 to	where	Basta	 and	Slasher	were
waiting	behind	the	door.

Cloud-Dancer	took	a	step	back.
“Run!”	 cried	 Fenoglio	 and	 leaped	 out	 of	 the	 doorway.	 Cloud-Dancer	 almost	 fell	 downstairs	 as

Fenoglio	made	his	way	past	him,	but	then	he	stumbled.	Fenoglio	was	sliding,	rather	than	running,	down
the	 stairs.	 He	 didn’t	 turn	 until	 he	 had	 reached	 the	 bottom.	 He	 heard	 Basta	 cursing	 behind	 him,	 and
Slasher’s	croaking	voice.	He	heard	the	children	in	the	yard	screaming	with	fright,	and	from	somewhere
came	Minerva’s	voice,	but	by	then	he	was	running	past	the	sheds	and	the	lines	where	her	freshly	washed
laundry	hung.	A	pig	ran	between	his	legs,	making	him	stumble	and	fall	in	the	mud,	and	when	he	got	up	he
saw	that	Cloud-Dancer	hadn’t	been	as	fast	as	he	was.	How	could	he	be,	with	his	stiff	leg?	Basta	had	taken
him	by	the	collar,	while	Slasher	pushed	Minerva	aside	as	she	tried	to	bar	his	way	with	a	rake.	Fenoglio
ducked	down,	first	behind	an	empty	barrel,	then	behind	the	pigs’	trough,	and	crawled	over	to	one	of	the
sheds	on	all	fours.

Despina.
She	was	staring	at	him	in	astonishment.	He	laid	his	finger	on	his	lips,	crawled	on,	forced	his	way	past

a	couple	of	planks,	and	squeezed	into	the	place	where	Minerva’s	children	had	their	hideout.	He	only	just
fitted	in	-	the	place	wasn’t	meant	for	old	men	who	were	beginning	to	put	on	weight	around	the	hips.	The
two	children	came	here	when	they	didn’t	want	to	go	to	bed	or	weren’t	keen	to	work.	They	hadn’t	shown
their	hiding	place	to	anyone	but	Fenoglio,	as	proof	of	friendship	-	and	in	return	for	a	good	ghost	story.

He	heard	Cloud-Dancer	scream,	he	heard	Basta	roaring	something,	and	Minerva	weeping.	He	almost
crawled	back	to	them,	but	fear	paralyzed	him.	And	what	could	he	do	against	Basta’s	knife	and	the	sword
that	hung	from	Slasher’s	belt?	He	leaned	against	the	wooden	wall	of	the	shed,	heard	the	pigs	grunting	and
rooting	about	in	the	ground.	Meggie’s	message	swam	before	his	eyes;	the	sheet	of	paper	was	dirty	with	the
mud	he’d	crawled	through,	but	he	could	still	decipher	what	she	had	written.

“I	don’t	know!”	he	heard	Cloud-Dancer	scream.	“I	don’t	know	what	she	wrote	on	 it.	 I	can’t	 read!”
Brave	Cloud-Dancer.	He	 probably	 did	 know,	 all	 the	 same.	He	 usually	 had	 people	 tell	 him	what	 their
messages	said.

“But	 you	 can	 tell	me	where	 she	 is,	 can’t	 you?”	 That	was	Basta’s	 voice.	 “Out	with	 it.	 Is	 she	with
Dustfinger?	You	whispered	his	name	to	the	old	man!”

“I	 don’t	 know!”	He	 screamed	 again,	 and	Minerva	wept	 louder	 than	 ever	 and	 shouted	 for	 help,	 her
voice	echoing	back	from	the	narrow	houses.

“The	Adderhead’s	men	 have	 taken	 them	 all	 away,	my	 parents	 and	 the	 strolling	 players,”	 Fenoglio
read.	“Dustfinger	is	following…the	Spelt-Mill…”	The	letters	blurred	as	he	looked	at	them.	Yet	again	he
heard	 screaming	 out	 there.	 He	 bit	 his	 knuckles	 so	 hard	 that	 they	 began	 to	 bleed.	 “Write	 something,
Fenoglio.	Save	 them.	Write…”It	was	as	 if	he	could	hear	Meggie’s	voice.	Another	 scream.	No.	No,	he
couldn’t	just	sit	here.	He	crawled	out,	on	and	on,	until	he	could	rise	to	his	feet.

Basta	was	still	holding	Cloud-Dancer	in	a	firm	grip,	pressing	him	back	against	the	wall	of	the	house.
The	old	tightrope-walker’s	shirt	was	slit	and	bloody,	and	Slasher	was	standing	in	front	of	him	with	a	knife
in	his	hand.	Where	was	Minerva?	She	was	nowhere	to	be	seen,	but	Despina	and	Ivo	were	there,	in	hiding
near	the	sheds,	watching	what	one	man	can	do	to	another.	With	a	smile	on	his	lips.

“Basta!”	Fenoglio	 took	a	 step	 forward.	He	put	all	his	 rage	and	all	his	 fear	 into	his	voice	and	held
Meggie’s	close-written	sheet	of	paper	up	in	the	air.



Basta	 turned	 with	 assumed	 surprise.	 “Oh,	 there	 you	 are!”	 he	 called.	 “With	 the	 pigs.	 I	 might	 have
known	it.	You’d	better	bring	us	that	letter	before	Slasher	finishes	slicing	up	your	friend	here.”

“You’ll	have	to	fetch	it	yourselves.”
“Why?”	Slasher	laughed.	“You	can	read	it	to	us,	can’t	you?”
Yes.	He	 could.	 Fenoglio	 stood	 there	 at	 his	wits’	 end.	Where	were	 all	 the	 lies,	 the	 clever	 lies	 that

usually	sprang	to	his	lips	so	easily?	Cloud-Dancer	was	staring	at	him,	his	face	twisted	with	pain	and	fear
-	and	suddenly,	as	if	he	couldn’t	stand	the	fear	a	moment	longer,	he	tore	himself	away	from	Basta	and	ran
toward	Fenoglio.	He	ran	fast	in	spite	of	his	stiff	knee,	but	Basta’s	knife	was	faster	-	so	much	faster.	It	went
straight	into	Cloud-Dancer’s	back,	just	as	the	Adderhead’s	arrow	had	pierced	the	gold-mocker’s	breast.
The	tightrope-walker	fell	in	the	mud,	and	Fenoglio,	standing	there,	began	to	tremble.	He	was	trembling	so
much	that	Meggie’s	letter	slipped	out	of	his	hand	and	fluttered	to	the	ground.	But	Cloud-Dancer	lay	there
unmoving,	his	face	in	the	dirt.	Despina	came	out	of	hiding,	hard	as	Ivo	tried	to	haul	her	back,	and	stared
wide-eyed	at	the	motionless	figure	lying	before	Fenoglio’s	feet.	It	was	quiet	in	the	yard,	very	quiet.

“Read	it	out,	scribbler!”
Fenoglio	 raised	his	head.	Basta	stood	 there	 in	 front	of	him,	holding	 the	knife	 that	had	been	sticking

into	Cloud-Dancer’s	 back	 just	 now.	 Fenoglio	 stared	 at	 the	 blood	 on	 the	 bright	 blade	 and	 at	Meggie’s
message.	In	Basta’s	hand.	Without	thinking,	he	clenched	his	fists.	He	struck	Basta	in	the	chest	as	if	neither
the	knife	nor	Slasher	existed.	Basta	staggered	back,	anger	and	astonishment	on	his	 face.	He	fell	over	a
bucket	full	of	weeds	that	Minerva	had	been	pulling	out	of	her	vegetable	plots.	Cursing,	he	got	to	his	feet.
“Don’t	do	that	again,	old	man!”	he	spat.	“I’m	telling	you	for	the	last	time,	read	that	out!”

But	 Fenoglio	 had	 snatched	 Minerva’s	 pitchfork	 from	 the	 dirty	 straw	 piled	 up	 outside	 the	 pigsty.
“Murderer!”	he	whispered,	pointing	the	crudely	forged	prongs	at	Basta.	What	had	happened	to	his	voice?
“Murderer,	murderer!”	he	repeated,	louder	and	louder,	and	he	thrust	the	pitchfork	at	the	place	in	Basta’s
breast	where	his	black	heart	beat.

Basta	retreated,	his	face	distorted	with	rage.
“Slasher!”	he	roared.	“Slasher,	come	here	and	get	that	damn	fork	away	from	him!”
But	 Slasher	 had	 gone	 beyond	 the	 houses,	 sword	 in	 hand,	 and	was	 listening.	Horses’	 hooves	were

clattering	along	the	alley	outside.	“We	must	go,	Basta!”	he	called.	“Cosimo’s	guards	are	on	their	way!”
Basta	stared	at	Fenoglio,	his	narrowed	eyes	full	of	hate.	“We’ll	meet	again,	old	man!”	he	whispered.

“And	 next	 time	 you’ll	 be	 lying	 in	 the	 dirt	 in	 front	 of	 me,	 like	 him.”	 He	 stepped	 heedlessly	 over	 the
motionless	Cloud-Dancer.	 “As	 for	 this,”	 he	 said,	 tucking	Meggie’s	 letter	 under	 his	 belt,	 “Mortola	will
read	it	to	me.	Who’d	have	thought	that	the	third	little	bird	would	write	telling	us	where	to	find	her	in	her
own	fair	hand?	And	we’ll	pick	up	the	fire-eater	for	free	into	the	bargain!”

“Come	on,	quickly,	Basta!”	Slasher	beckoned	impatiently.
“What	are	you	bothered	about?	You	think	they’ll	string	us	up	because	there’s	one	less	strolling	player

in	the	world?”	replied	Basta	calmly,	but	he	turned	away	from	Fenoglio.	He	waved	to	him	one	last	time
before	disappearing	among	the	houses.

Fenoglio	 thought	 he	 heard	 voices,	 the	 clink	 of	 weapons,	 but	 perhaps	 it	 was	 something	 else.	 He
kneeled	down	beside	Cloud-Dancer,	turned	him	gently	on	his	back,	and	put	his	ear	to	his	chest	-	as	if	he
hadn’t	 seen	 death	 in	 his	 face	 some	moments	 ago.	 He	 sensed	 the	 two	 children	 coming	 up	 beside	 him.
Despina	put	her	hand	on	his	shoulder.	It	was	slim	and	light	as	a	leaf.

“Is	he	dead?”	she	whispered.
“You	can	see	he	is,”	said	her	brother.
“Will	the	White	Women	come	to	fetch	him	now?”
Fenoglio	shook	his	head.	“No,	he’s	going	to	them	of	his	own	accord,”	he	answered	quietly.	“You	can

see	 that.	He’s	gone	already.	But	 they’ll	welcome	him	to	 their	White	Castle.	 It’s	built	of	bones	but	very
beautiful.	There’s	a	courtyard	in	that	castle,	full	of	fragrant	flowers,	with	a	tightrope	made	of	moonlight



stretched	across	it	 just	for	Cloud-Dancer.	…”	The	words	came	easily:	beautiful,	comforting	words,	but
were	 they	really	 true?	Fenoglio	didn’t	know.	He	had	never	 taken	any	interest	 in	what	came	after	death,
either	in	this	world	or	the	other	one.	Probably	just	silence,	silence	without	a	single	word	of	comfort.

Minerva	came	stumbling	back	from	the	alley,	a	cut	on	her	forehead.	The	physician	who	lived	on	the
corner	was	with	her,	and	two	other	women,	their	faces	pale	with	fear.	Despina	ran	to	her	mother,	but	Ivo
stayed	beside	Fenoglio.

“No	one	would	come.”	Minerva	sobbed	as	she	fell	to	her	knees	beside	the	dead	man.	“They	were	all
afraid.	Every	one	of	them!”

“Cloud-Dancer,”	 murmured	 the	 physician.	 Bone-knitter,	 he	 was	 often	 called,	 Stonecutter,	 Piss-
Prophet,	and	sometimes,	when	he	had	lost	a	patient,	Angel	of	Death.	“Only	a	week	ago	he	was	asking	if	I
knew	anything	that	would	do	the	pain	in	his	knee	good.”

Fenoglio	 remembered	 seeing	 the	 physician	with	 the	Black	 Prince.	 Should	 he	 tell	 him	what	Cloud-
Dancer	had	said	about	the	Secret	Camp?	Could	he	trust	him?	No,	it	was	better	to	trust	no	one.	Nothing	and
no	one.	The	Adderhead	had	many	spies.	Fenoglio	 straightened	up.	Never	before	had	he	 felt	 so	old,	 so
very	old	that	it	seemed	as	if	he	couldn’t	survive	another	single	day.	The	mill	that	Meggie	had	mentioned	in
her	letter,	where	the	devil	was	it?	The	name	had	sounded	familiar…Well,	of	course	it	did;	he	himself	had
described	 it	 in	 one	 of	 the	 last	 chapters	 of	 Inkheart.	 The	miller	was	 no	 friend	 to	 the	Adderhead,	 even
though	his	mill	stood	near	the	Castle	of	Night,	in	a	dark	valley	south	of	the	Wayless	Wood.

“Minerva,”	he	asked,	“how	long	does	it	take	a	mounted	man	to	get	from	here	to	the	Castle	of	Night?”
“Two	days	for	sure,	if	he’s	not	going	to	ruin	his	horse,”	replied	Minerva	quietly.
Two	days,	if	not	less,	before	Basta	found	out	what	was	in	Meggie’s	letter.	If	he	rode	to	the	Castle	of

Night	with	 it,	 that	was.	But	he’s	sure	 to	do	 that,	 thought	Fenoglio.	Basta	can’t	 read,	so	he	will	 take	 the
letter	to	Mortola,	and	the	Magpie	is	sure	to	be	at	the	Castle	of	Night.	Yes,	there	were	probably	two	days
to	go	before	Mortola	would	read	what	Meggie	had	said	and	send	Basta	to	the	mill.	Where	Meggie	might
already	be	waiting…	.	Fenoglio	sighed.	Two	days.	Perhaps	that	would	be	enough	to	get	a	warning	to	her,
but	not	to	write	the	words	she	hoped	he	would	send	-	words	to	save	her	parents.

“Write	something,	Fenoglio.	Write…
As	if	 it	were	so	simple!	Meggie,	Cosimo,	 they	all	wanted	words	from	him.	It	was	easy	for	 them	to

talk.	You	needed	time	to	find	the	right	words,	and	enough	time	was	exactly	what	he	didn’t	have!
“Minerva,	 tell	Rosenquartz	 I	 have	 to	 go	 to	 the	 castle,”	 said	 Fenoglio.	 Suddenly,	 he	 felt	 dreadfully

tired.	“Tell	him	I’ll	fetch	him	later.”
Minerva	stroked	Despina’s	hair	-	the	girl	was	sobbing	into	her	skirt	-	and	nodded.	“Yes,	you	go	to	the

castle!”	she	said	huskily.	“Go	and	tell	Cosimo	to	send	soldiers	after	those	murderers.	By	God,	I’ll	be	in
the	front	row	to	watch	them	hang!”

“Hang?	What	 are	you	 talking	about?”	The	physician	 ran	a	hand	 through	his	 sparse	hair	 and	 looked
sadly	down	 at	 the	 dead	man.	 “Cloud-Dancer	was	 one	of	 the	 strolling	players.	No	one	gets	 hanged	 for
stabbing	a	strolling	player.	There’s	a	harsher	penalty	for	killing	a	hare	in	the	forest.”

Ivo	looked	incredulously	at	Fenoglio.	“Will	they	really	not	punish	them?”
What	was	he	to	tell	the	boy?	No,	it	was	a	fact.	No	one	would	punish	them.	Perhaps	the	Black	Prince

might	 someday,	or	 the	man	who	had	 taken	 to	wearing	 the	Bluejay’s	mask,	but	Cosimo	wouldn’t	 send	a
single	soldier	after	Basta.	The	Motley	Folk	were	all	outlaws,	in	Lombrica	and	Argenta	alike.	Subject	to
none,	 protected	 by	 none.	 But	 Cosimo	 will	 give	 me	 a	 horseman	 if	 I	 ask	 him,	 thought	 Fenoglio,	 a	 fast
horseman	who	can	warn	Meggie	of	Basta.	“Write	something,	Fenoglio.	Save	them!	Write	something	that
will	set	them	all	free	and	kill	the	Adderhead.	…”	Yes,	by	God,	he	would.	He’d	write	rousing	songs	for
Cosimo	and	powerful	words	for	Meggie.	And	then	her	voice	could	help	this	story	to	find	a	good	ending	at
last.
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The	 mustard-pot	 got	 up	 and	 walked	 over	 to	 his	 plate	 on	 thin	 silver	 legs	 that	 waddled	 like	 the
owl’s…”Oh,	I	love	the	mustard-pot!”	cried	the	Wart.	“Wherever	did	you	get	it?”

T.	H.	White,	The	Sword	in	the	Stone
Luckily,	Darius	was	 a	 good	 cook,	 or	Orpheus	would	probably	have	 locked	up	Elinor	 in	 the	 cellar

again	after	the	very	first	meal	and	read	himself	food	to	eat	out	of	her	books.	Thanks	to	Darius’s	cooking,
however,	they	were	able	to	spend	time	upstairs	more	often	-	although	under	the	watchful	eye	of	Sugar	-	for
Orpheus	liked	his	food,	and	plenty	of	it,	and	he	enjoyed	what	Darius	cooked.

Fearing	 that	 otherwise	 Orpheus	 might	 let	 only	 Darius	 upstairs,	 they	 pretended	 that	 Elinor	 had
concocted	all	those	delicacies	with	their	appetizing	aromas	and	Darius	was	just	her	assistant,	tirelessly
chopping,	 stirring,	 and	 tasting;	 but	 as	 soon	 as	 Sugar,	 getting	 bored,	 left	 the	 kitchen	 to	 stare	 at	 the
bookshelves,	Darius	took	over	the	wooden	spoon	and	Elinor	the	chopping	-	not	that	she	was	much	better
at	chopping	than	cooking.

Now	and	then	some	bewildered	figure,	looking	around	as	if	lost,	stumbled	into	the	kitchen.	Sometimes
the	visitor	was	human,	sometimes	furry	or	feathered,	once	it	was	even	a	talking	mustard-pot.	Elinor	could
usually	work	out,	 from	 the	 appearance	 of	 each	one,	which	of	 her	 poor	 books	Orpheus	 had	 in	 his	 pale
hands	at	that	moment.	Tiny	men	with	old-fashioned	hairstyles	were	presumably	from	Gulliver’s	Travels.
The	mustard-pot	was	 very	 probably	 from	Merlin’s	 cottage,	 and	 the	 enchanting	 and	 extremely	 confused
faun	who	tripped	in	one	lunchtime	on	delicate	goat’s	hooves	must	have	come	from	Narnia.

Naturally,	 Elinor	 wondered	 anxiously	 if	 all	 these	 creatures	 were	 in	 her	 library	 when	 they	 didn’t
happen	to	be	standing	glassy-eyed	in	the	kitchen,	and	finally	she	asked	Darius	to	go	and	find	out,	on	the
pretext	of	asking	what	Orpheus	wanted	to	eat.	He	came	back	with	 the	reassuring	news	that	her	Holy	of
Holies	 was	 still	 in	 dreadful	 disorder,	 but	 apart	 from	 Orpheus,	 his	 horrible	 dog,	 and	 a	 rather	 pale
gentleman	who	 looked	 to	Darius	 suspiciously	 like	 the	Canterville	Ghost,	 no	 one	was	 pawing,	 soiling,
sniffing,	or	otherwise	damaging	Elinor’s	books.

“Thank	God!”	 she	 sighed,	 relieved.	 “He	obviously	makes	 them	all	disappear	again.	 I	must	 say	 that
appalling	man	 really	 does	 know	his	 trade.	And	 it	 looks	 as	 if	 he	 can	 read	 them	out	 of	 a	 book	 by	 now
without	making	someone	else	disappear	into	it!”

“No	doubt	about	that,”	remarked	Darius	-	and	Elinor	thought	she	heard	a	trace	of	envy	in	his	gentle
voice.

“He’s	a	monster	all	the	same,”	she	said,	in	a	clumsy	attempt	to	console	him.	“It’s	just	a	pity	this	house
is	so	well	stocked	with	provisions,	or	he’d	have	had	to	send	the	wardrobe-man	shopping,	and	then	he’d
be	alone	facing	the	two	of	us.”

As	 it	 was,	 however,	 days	 passed	 by,	 and	 there	 was	 nothing	 they	 could	 do	 about	 either	 their	 own
imprisonment	or	the	fact	that	Mortimer	and	Resa	were	probably	in	deadly	danger.	Elinor	tried	not	even	to
think	of	Meggie.	And	Orpheus,	the	one	person	who	could	obviously	have	put	everything	right	with	such
ease,	sat	in	her	library	like	a	pale,	fat	spider,	playing	with	her	books	and	the	characters	who	populated
them,	as	if	they	were	toys	to	be	taken	out	and	put	away	again.

“How	much	longer	is	he	planning	to	go	on	like	this,	I	ask	myself?”	she	said	for	about	the	hundredth
time	as	Darius	was	putting	rice	in	a	serving	dish	-	rice	cooked	just	long	enough,	of	course,	so	that	it	was
soft	but	the	grains	were	all	separate.	“Is	he	planning	to	keep	us	cooking	and	cleaning	for	him	as	unpaid



servants	for	the	rest	of	his	life,	while	he	amuses	himself	with	my	poor	books?	In	my	house?”
Darius	did	not	reply.	Instead,	and	without	a	word,	he	piled	food	onto	four	plates	-	this	was	a	meal	that

certainly	wasn’t	going	to	send	Orpheus	out	of	the	house.
“Darius!”	whispered	Elinor,	putting	a	hand	on	his	thin	shoulder.	“Won’t	you	just	have	a	try?	I	know	he

always	keeps	 the	 book	 close	 to	 him,	 but	 perhaps	we	 can	get	 our	 hands	 on	 it	 somehow.	You	 could	put
something	in	his	food…”

“He	gets	Sugar	to	taste	everything	he’s	going	to	eat.”
“Yes,	I	know.	Right,	so	we	must	try	something	else,	anything,	and	then	you	can	read	us	into	the	book!	If

this	repulsive	creature	won’t	bring	them	out	for	us,	then	we’ll	simply	go	after	them!”
But	Darius	shook	his	head,	as	he	had	done	every	time	Elinor	had	suggested	the	same	thing,	although	in

slightly	different	words.	“I	can’t	do	it,	Elinor!”	he	whispered,	and	his	glasses	clouded	over,	whether	with
the	steam	of	cooking	or	tears	rising	to	his	eyes	she	thought	it	better	not	to	inquire.	“I’ve	never	read	anyone
into	a	book,	only	out	of	it,	and	you	know	what	happened	then.”

“Oh,	all	right,	then	read	someone	here,	someone	strong	and	heroic	who’ll	chase	those	two	out	of	my
house!	Who	cares	 if	his	nose	has	been	flattened	or	he’s	 lost	his	voice	 like	Resa,	 just	so	 long	as	he	has
plenty	of	muscles!”

As	if	on	cue,	Sugar	put	his	head	around	the	door.	Elinor	was	constantly	amazed	to	see	that	it	was	not
much	wider	than	his	neck.	“Orpheus	wants	to	know	where	dinner	is.”

“Just	ready,”	replied	Darius,	handing	him	one	of	the	steaming	plates.
“Rice	again?”	growled	Sugar.
“Yes,	sorry	about	that,”	said	Darius,	as	he	pushed	past	him	with	Orpheus’s	plate.
“And	you	see	about	the	dessert!”	Sugar	ordered	Elinor	as	she	was	about	to	put	the	first	forkful	into	her

own	mouth.
No,	 this	 just	 couldn’t	go	on.	Acting	 the	kitchen	maid	 in	her	own	house,	with	a	horrible	man	 in	her

library	throwing	her	books	on	the	floor,	treating	them	like	boxes	of	chocolates,	nibbling	something	from
one	book	here,	another	there.

There	must	be	a	way	to	do	it,	she	thought,	spooning	walnut	ice	cream	into	two	dishes	with	a	gloomy
expression	on	her	face.	There	must.	There	must.	Why	couldn’t	her	stupid	brain	work	it	out?
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“Then	you	don’t	think	he’s	dead,	then?”
He	 put	 on	 his	 hat.	 “Now	 I	 may	 be	 wrong,	 of	 course,	 but	 I	 think	 he’s	 very	 alive.	 Shows	 all	 the

symptoms	of	it.	Go	have	a	look	at	him,	and	when	I	come	back	we’ll	get	together	and	decide.”
Harper	Lee,	To	Kill	a	Mockingbird
Night	had	fallen	long	ago	when	Meggie	and	Farid	set	out	to	follow	Dustfinger.	Go	south,	keep	going

south,	Cloud-Dancer	had	told	them,	but	how	did	you	know	you	were	going	south	when	there	was	no	sun	to
show	 you	 the	way,	 no	 stars	 shining	 through	 the	 black	 leaves?	 The	 darkness	 seemed	 to	 have	 devoured
everything:	 the	 trees,	even	the	ground	before	 their	feet.	Moths	fluttered	into	 their	faces,	attracted	by	the
fire	that	Farid	was	nursing	in	his	fingers	like	a	little	animal.	The	trees	seemed	to	have	eyes	and	hands,	and
the	wind	carried	voices	to	their	ears,	soft	voices	whispering	words	to	Meggie	that	she	didn’t	understand.
On	any	other	night	a	point	would	probably	have	come	when	she	just	stopped	or	ran	back	to	where	Cloud-
Dancer	and	Nettle	might	still	be	sitting	by	the	fire;	but	tonight	she	knew	only	that	she	must	find	Dustfinger
and	her	parents,	for	neither	night	nor	the	forest	could	hold	any	terrors	for	her	greater	than	the	fear	that	had
taken	root	in	her	heart	when	she	saw	Mo’s	blood	on	the	straw.

At	 first,	 and	with	 the	 fire	 to	help	him,	Farid	kept	 finding	 traces:	a	print	 left	by	one	of	Dustfinger’s
boots,	a	broken	twig,	a	marten’s	trail…	but	the	time	came	when	he	stood	there	at	a	loss,	not	sure	which
way	to	go.	Tree	grew	beside	tree	in	the	pale	moonlight	whichever	way	you	looked,	so	close	together	that
you	couldn’t	make	out	any	path	between	their	trunks,	and	Meggie	saw	eyes:	eyes	above	her,	behind	her,
beside	 her…hungry	 eyes,	 angry	 eyes,	 so	 many	 of	 them	 that	 she	 wished	 the	 moon	 wouldn’t	 shine	 so
brightly	through	the	leaves.

“Farid!”	she	whispered.	“Let’s	climb	a	tree	and	wait	for	sunrise.	We’ll	never	find	Dustfinger’s	trail
again	if	we	just	go	on	like	this.”

“My	own	opinion	exactly!”	Dustfinger	appeared	among	the	trees	without	a	sound,	as	if	he	had	been
standing	there	for	some	time	already.	“I’ve	been	able	to	hear	you	plowing	through	the	forest	behind	me
like	a	herd	of	wild	boar	 for	 the	 last	hour,”	he	 said,	 as	 Jink	pushed	past	his	 legs.	 “This	 is	 the	Wayless
Wood,	and	not	the	safest	part	of	it,	either.	You	can	think	yourselves	lucky	I	managed	to	convince	the	elves
in	the	ash	trees	that	you	weren’t	breaking	their	branches	just	for	fun.	And	how	about	the	Night-Mares?	Do
you	think	they	don’t	pick	up	your	scent?	If	I	hadn’t	sent	them	packing	you’d	probably	be	lying	stiff	as	dead
wood	among	the	trees	by	now,	caught	in	bad	dreams	like	two	flies	in	a	spider’s	web.”

“Night-Mares?”	whispered	Farid,	as	the	sparks	at	his	fingertips	went	out.	Night-Mares.	Meggie	came
closer	to	him.	She	was	remembering	a	story	that	Resa	had	told	her.	What	a	good	thing	it	hadn’t	come	into
her	mind	earlier…

“Yes,	did	I	never	tell	you	about	them?”	Jink	ran	to	Dustfinger	as	he	walked	toward	them	and	greeted
Gwin	with	a	delighted	chatter.	“They	may	not	eat	you	alive	like	those	desert	ghosts	you	kept	telling	me
about,	but	they’re	not	exactly	friendly,	either.”

“I’m	not	going	back,”	said	Meggie,	looking	at	him	resolutely.	“Whatever	you	say	I’m	not	going	back.”
Dustfinger	looked	at	her.	“No,	I	know,”	he	said.	“Your	mother	all	over.”	That	was	all.
All	night	they	followed	the	broad	track	left	by	the	men-at-arms	as	they	had	marched	through	the	forest

-	all	night	and	the	following	day.	Dustfinger	let	them	stop	for	a	brief	rest	only	when	he	saw	that	Meggie
was	staggering	with	exhaustion.	When	the	sun	was	once	again	so	low	in	the	sky	that	it	touched	the	treetops



they	reached	the	crest	of	a	hill,	and	Meggie	saw	the	dark	ribbon	of	a	road	running	through	the	green	of	the
forest	down	below.	A	collection	of	buildings	stood	beside	 it:	a	 long,	 low	house,	with	stables	around	a
yard.

“The	only	 inn	close	 to	 the	border,”	Dustfinger	whispered	 to	 them.	“They	probably	 left	 their	horses
there.	You	can	move	considerably	faster	on	foot	in	the	forest.	Everyone	who	wants	to	go	south	and	down
to	the	sea	stops	to	rest	at	this	inn:	couriers,	traders,	even	a	few	of	the	strolling	players,	though	everyone
knows	that	 the	 landlord	is	one	of	 the	Adderhead’s	spies.	If	we’re	 lucky	we’ll	be	 there	before	the	party
we’re	following,	because	they	won’t	be	able	to	get	down	the	slopes	with	the	handcart	and	the	prisoners.
They’ll	have	to	go	the	long	way	around,	but	we	can	take	the	direct	route	and	wait	for	them	at	the	inn.”

“And	then	what?”	For	a	moment	Meggie	thought	she	saw	the	same	anxiety	in	his	eyes	that	had	driven
her	into	the	woods	by	night.	But	who	was	he	anxious	about?	The	Black	Prince,	the	other	strolling	players
…	her	mother?	She	still	clearly	remembered	that	day	in	Capricorn’s	crypt	when	he	had	begged	Resa	to
escape	with	him	and	leave	her	daughter	behind…

Perhaps	Dustfinger	had	remembered	it,	too.	“Why	are	you	looking	at	me	like	that?”	he	asked.
“Oh,	it’s	nothing,”	she	murmured,	bending	her	head.	“I’m	just	worried.”
“And	for	good	reason,”	he	said,	abruptly	turning	his	back	on	her.
“But	what	are	we	going	to	do	when	we’ve	caught	up	with	them?”	Farid	was	hurrying	unsteadily	after

him.
“I	don’t	know,”	was	all	Dustfinger	said	as	he	began	looking	for	a	way	down	the	slope,	keeping	in	the

cover	of	the	trees.	“I	thought	one	of	you	might	have	some	idea,	since	you	were	so	keen	to	come	along.”
The	 route	 he	 took	 led	 downhill	 so	 steeply	 that	Meggie	 could	 hardly	 keep	 her	 footing,	 but	 then	 she

suddenly	saw	the	road	-	stony	and	rutted	with	channels	where	water	had	once	flowed	down	from	the	hills.
On	the	other	side	were	the	stables	and	the	house	she	had	seen	from	the	top	of	the	hill.	Dustfinger	waved
her	over	to	a	place	by	the	roadside	where	the	undergrowth	would	shield	her	from	curious	eyes.

“No,	they	don’t	seem	to	be	here	yet,	but	they	must	arrive	soon!”	he	said	quietly.	“They	may	even	stay
the	night,	fill	their	bellies,	and	get	drunk	to	forget	the	terrors	of	the	forest.	I	can’t	show	my	face	over	there
while	 it’s	 still	 light.	Given	my	 luck,	 one	 of	Capricorn’s	 fire-raisers	who’s	working	 for	 the	Adderhead
now	will	cross	my	path.	But	you,”	he	said,	placing	a	hand	on	Farid’s	shoulder,	“you	can	go	over	 there
safely.	 If	 anyone	 asks	where	 you’re	 from,	 just	 say	 your	master’s	 sitting	 in	 the	 inn	 drinking.	 Count	 the
soldiers,	count	 the	prisoners,	and	see	how	many	children	are	among	 them.	Understand?	Meanwhile	 I’ll
take	a	look	farther	along	the	road.	I	have	a	kind	of	idea.”

Farid	nodded	and	lured	Gwin	over	to	him.
“I’ll	go	with	him!”	Meggie	expected	Dustfinger	to	forbid	her	to	go	with	Farid,	but	he	just	shrugged	his

shoulders.
“As	 you	 like.	 I	 can’t	 keep	 you	 here.	 I	 just	 hope	 your	mother	 doesn’t	 give	 herself	 away	when	 she

recognizes	 you.	And	 another	 thing!”	He	 took	 hold	 of	Meggie’s	 arm	 as	 she	was	 about	 to	 follow	Farid.
“Don’t	take	it	into	your	head	that	we	can	do	anything	for	your	parents.	Perhaps	we	can	free	the	children,
even	a	few	of	the	adults	if	they	run	fast	enough.	But	your	father	won’t	be	able	to	run,	and	your	mother	will
stay	with	him.	She	won’t	leave	him	on	his	own,	any	more	than	she	would	leave	you	behind	that	other	time.
We	both	remember	it,	don’t	we?”

Meggie	 nodded	 and	 turned	 her	 face	 away,	 so	 that	 he	wouldn’t	 see	 her	 tears.	But	Dustfinger	 gently
turned	her	around	and	wiped	them	from	her	cheeks.	“You	really	are	very	like	your	mother,”	he	said	softly.
“She	never	wanted	anyone	to	see	her	cry,	either	-	however	good	her	reasons	for	tears.”	His	face	looked
strained	as	he	 scrutinized	 the	 two	of	 them	again.	 “Well,	 you’re	dirty	 enough,”	he	commented.	 “Anyone
would	take	you	for	a	stable	boy	and	a	kitchen	maid.	We’ll	meet	behind	the	stables	as	soon	as	it’s	dark.
Now,	off	you	go.”

They	didn’t	have	long	to	wait.



Meggie	 and	 Farid	 had	 been	 hanging	 around	 the	 stables	 for	 barely	 an	 hour	 when	 they	 saw	 the
procession	of	prisoners	come	down	the	road	-	women,	children,	old	men,	hands	tied	behind	their	backs
and	soldiers	on	both	sides	of	them.	These	men	were	not	armed,	no	helmets	hid	their	sullen	features,	but
they	all	wore	their	master’s	snake	emblem	on	their	breasts,	silver-gray	cloaks,	and	swords	at	their	belts.
Meggie	recognized	their	leader	at	once:	It	was	Firefox.	And	judging	by	his	face,	he	didn’t	seem	to	like
traveling	on	foot	very	much.

“Don’t	stare	at	them	like	that!”	whispered	Farid,	as	Meggie	stood	there	rooted	to	the	spot.	He	dragged
her	behind	one	of	the	carts	standing	around	the	yard.	“Your	mother’s	not	hurt.	Did	you	see	her?”	Meggie
nodded.	Yes,	Resa	was	walking	between	two	other	women,	one	of	them	pregnant.	But	where	was	Mo?

“Hey!”	bellowed	Firefox,	as	his	men	drove	the	prisoners	into	the	yard.	“Whose	are	those	carts?	We
need	more	room.”

The	soldiers	pushed	the	carts	aside,	handling	one	of	them	so	roughly	that	its	load	of	sacks	slipped	off.
A	man	hurried	out	of	the	inn	-	probably	the	cart’s	owner	-	a	protest	already	on	his	lips,	but	when	he	saw
the	soldiers	he	bit	it	back	and	shouted	at	the	grooms,	who	quickly	righted	the	cart	again.	Traders,	farmers,
servants	-	more	and	more	people	came	crowding	out	of	the	stables	and	the	main	building	to	see	the	cause
of	all	the	noise	in	the	yard.	A	fat,	perspiring	man	made	his	way	through	the	turmoil	to	Firefox,	faced	him
with	a	hostile	expression,	and	let	fly	a	torrent	of	angry	words.

“All	 right,	 all	 right!”	 Meggie	 heard	 Firefox	 growl.	 “But	 we	 need	 space.	 Can’t	 you	 see	 we	 have
prisoners	with	us?	Would	you	rather	we	drove	them	into	your	stables?”

“Yes,	yes,	use	one	of	 the	stables!”	cried	the	fat	man	in	relief,	beckoning	to	a	couple	of	his	servants
who	were	standing	there	staring	at	the	prisoners,	some	of	whom	had	fallen	to	their	knees	just	where	they
were,	their	faces	pale	with	exhaustion	and	fear.

“Come	on!”	Farid	whispered	 to	Meggie,	and	side	by	side	 they	pushed	 their	way	past	 the	muttering
farmers	and	traders,	past	the	servants	still	clearing	the	burst	sacks	out	of	the	yard,	past	the	soldiers	casting
hopeful	glances	at	the	inn.	No	one	seemed	to	be	taking	very	much	notice	of	the	prisoners,	but	it	was	hardly
necessary:	None	of	them	looked	as	if	they	still	had	the	strength	to	escape.	Even	the	children,	whose	legs
might	have	been	fast	enough	for	them	to	run,	were	clinging	to	their	mothers’	skirts,	empty-eyed,	or	staring
in	fear	at	the	armed	men	who	had	brought	them	here.	Resa	was	supporting	the	pregnant	woman.	Yes,	her
mother	was	uninjured;	Meggie	could	see	that	much,	although	she	avoided	coming	too	close	to	her,	in	case
Dustfinger	was	right	 to	fear	 that	Resa	would	give	herself	away	if	she	recognized	her.	How	desperately
she	was	looking	around!	She	took	the	arm	of	a	soldier,	whose	beardless	face	made	him	look	only	a	boy,
and	then	-

“Farid!”	Meggie	couldn’t	believe	 it.	Resa	was	 talking.	Not	with	her	hands	but	with	her	mouth.	Her
voice	could	hardly	be	heard	in	all	this	noise,	but	it	was	her	voice.	How	could	it	be	possible?	The	soldier
didn’t	 listen	to	her	but	pushed	her	roughly	away,	and	Resa	turned.	The	Black	Prince	and	his	bear	were
pulling	a	cart	into	the	yard.	They	had	been	harnessed	to	it	like	oxen.	A	chain	was	wound	around	the	bear’s
black	muzzle,	another	around	his	throat	and	chest.	But	Resa	had	eyes	for	neither	the	bear	nor	the	Prince	-
she	kept	looking	at	the	cart,	and	Meggie	immediately	realized	what	that	meant.

Without	a	word,	she	took	off.	“Meggie!”	Farid	called	after	her,	but	she	wasn’t	listening.	No	one	could
stop	her.	The	cart	was	 a	 ramshackle	 thing.	First	 she	 saw	only	 the	man	with	 the	 injured	 leg,	one	of	 the
strolling	players	holding	a	child	on	his	lap.	Then	she	saw	Mo.

She	thought	her	heart	would	never	beat	again.	He	was	lying	there	with	his	eyes	closed,	under	a	dirty
blanket,	but	all	the	same	Meggie	saw	the	blood.	His	shirt	was	soaked	in	it,	the	shirt	he	liked	best	to	wear,
although	the	sleeves	had	worn	thin.	Meggie	forgot	everything:	Farid,	the	soldiers,	Dustfinger’s	warning,
where	she	was,	why	she	was	here.	She	just	stared	at	her	father	and	his	still	face.	The	world	was	suddenly
an	empty	place,	very	empty,	and	her	heart	was	a	cold,	dead	thing.

“Meggie!”	Farid	reached	for	her	arm.	He	hauled	her	away	with	him,	ignoring	her	resistance,	and	held



her	close	when	she	began	to	sob.
“He’s	dead,	Farid!	Did	you	see	him?	Mo…he’s	dead!”	She	kept	stammering	that	terrible	word.	Dead.

Gone.	Forever.
She	pushed	Farid’s	arm	away.	“I	must	go	to	him.”	Bad	luck	clings	to	this	book,	Meggie,	nothing	but

bad	luck,	even	if	you	don’t	believe	me.	Hadn’t	he	told	her	that	in	Elinor’s	library?	How	much	every	one
of	those	words	hurt	now.	Death	had	been	waiting	in	the	book.	His	death.

“Meggie!”	Farid	was	 still	 holding	her	 firmly.	He	 shook	her	 as	 if	 he	had	 to	wake	her	up.	 “Meggie,
listen.	He’s	not	dead!	Do	you	think	they’d	be	dragging	him	along	with	them	if	he	was?”

Would	they?	She	wasn’t	sure	of	anything	anymore.
“Come	with	me.	Come	on!”	Farid	pulled	her	away	with	him.	He	pushed	his	way	casually	through	the

crowd,	 as	 if	 none	of	 the	hurry	 and	bustle	 interested	him.	Finally,	with	 an	 indifferent	 expression	on	his
face,	he	stopped	by	the	stable	into	which	the	soldiers	were	herding	the	prisoners.	Meggie	wiped	away	her
tears	and	tried	to	look	equally	indifferent,	but	how	could	she	when	her	heart,	coming	back	to	life,	felt	as	if
someone	had	cut	it	in	two?

“Do	you	have	enough	for	us	to	eat	there?”	she	heard	Firefox	ask.	“We’re	ravenous	after	our	journey
through	that	accursed	forest.”

Meggie	saw	them	push	Resa	into	the	dark	stable	with	the	other	women,	while	two	soldiers	released
the	Black	Prince	and	his	bear.

“Of	course	I	have	enough!”	said	the	fat	landlord	indignantly.	“And	you	won’t	recognize	your	horses,
their	coats	are	so	glossy!”

“So	I	should	hope,”	replied	Firefox…”Otherwise	the	Adderhead	will	make	sure	you’re	not	landlord
of	this	hovel	much	longer.	We	ride	at	daybreak	tomorrow.	My	men	and	the	prisoners	can	stay	in	the	stable,
but	 I	want	 a	 bed	 -	 and	 a	 bed	 to	myself,	 too,	 not	 one	 I	 have	 to	 share	with	 a	 crowd	 of	 snoring,	 farting
strangers.”

“Of	 course,	 of	 course!”	 The	 landlord	 nodded	 eagerly.	 “But	what	 about	 that	monster?”	He	 pointed
anxiously	at	the	bear.	“He’ll	scare	the	horses.	Why	didn’t	you	kill	him	and	leave	him	in	the	forest?”

“Because	the	Adderhead	wants	to	hang	him	along	with	his	master,”	replied	Firefox,	“and	because	my
men	believe	all	the	nonsense	they	hear	about	him	-	folk	say	he’s	a	Night-Mare	who	likes	to	take	the	shape
of	a	bear,	so	it’s	a	bad	idea	to	fire	an	arrow	into	his	coat.”

“A	 Night-Mare?”	 The	 landlord	 chuckled	 nervously.	 He	 obviously	 seemed	 to	 think	 the	 story	 not
impossible.	“Never	mind	what	he	is,	he’s	not	going	into	my	stable.	Tie	him	up	behind	the	bakehouse	if	you
like.	Then	perhaps	the	horses	won’t	smell	him.”	The	bear	growled	in	a	low	tone	as	one	of	the	soldiers
pulled	him	along	on	his	chain,	but	as	they	were	forced	away	behind	the	main	building	the	Black	Prince
spoke	to	him	soothingly,	in	a	quiet	voice,	as	if	comforting	a	child.

The	cart	with	Mo	and	the	injured	old	man	on	it	was	still	 in	the	yard.	A	few	servants	were	standing
around,	gossiping	 to	one	another,	presumably	 trying	 to	work	out	exactly	who	had	been	captured	on	 the
Adderhead’s	orders.	Was	the	rumor	already	spreading	that	 the	man	lying	as	 if	dead	on	the	cart	was	 the
Bluejay?	The	soldier	with	 the	beardless	 face	 shooed	away	 the	servants,	 took	 the	child	off	 the	cart	and
pushed	him	toward	the	stable,	 too.	“What	about	 the	wounded	prisoners?”	he	called	to	Firefox.	“Do	we
just	leave	those	two	on	the	cart	where	they	are?”

“And	find	that	they’re	dead	in	the	morning,	or	gone?	What	are	you	thinking	of,	you	fool?	One	of	them’s
the	reason	why	we	went	into	that	damned	forest,	right?”	Firefox	turned	to	the	landlord	again.	“Is	there	a
physician	 among	 your	 guests?”	 he	 asked.	 “I	 have	 a	 prisoner	 who	 must	 be	 kept	 alive	 because	 the
Adderhead	 plans	 a	magnificent	 execution	 for	 him.	 It’s	 no	 real	 fun	with	 a	 dead	man,	 if	 you	 see	what	 I
mean.”

Must	be	kept	alive…Farid	pressed	Meggie’s	hand	and	smiled	triumphantly	at	her.
“Oh	yes,	of	course,	of	course!”	The	landlord	looked	curiously	at	the	cart.	“It’s	a	nuisance,	for	sure,	if



condemned	men	die	 before	 their	 execution.	 I	 hear	 that’s	 happened	 twice	 this	 year	 already.	However,	 I
can’t	offer	you	a	physician.	I	do	have	a	moss-woman	helping	out	in	the	kitchen,	though.	She’s	set	many	of
my	guests	to	rights	in	her	time.”

“Good!	Send	for	her!”
The	 landlord	 impatiently	beckoned	 to	a	 snotty-nosed	boy	 leaning	by	 the	stable	door.	Firefox	called

two	of	his	 soldiers	 to	him.	 “Go	on,	get	 the	wounded	men	 into	 the	 stable,	 too!”	Meggie	heard	him	say.
“Double	guards	outside	the	door,	and	four	of	you	keep	watch	on	the	Bluejay	tonight,	understand?	No	wine,
no	mead,	and	anyone	who	falls	asleep	will	be	sorry	for	it!”

“The	Bluejay?”	The	landlord	stared	in	amazement.	“You	have	the	Bluejay	on	that	cart?”	When	Firefox
cast	him	a	warning	glance,	he	quickly	put	his	fat	fingers	to	his	mouth.	“Not	a	word!”	he	uttered.	“No	one
will	hear	a	word	of	it	from	me.”

“I	should	hope	not,”	growled	Firefox,	and	looked	around	as	if	to	make	sure	that	no	one	else	had	heard
what	he	said.

When	the	soldiers	lifted	Mo	off	the	cart,	Meggie	instinctively	took	a	step	forward,	but	Farid	dragged
her	back.	“Meggie,	what’s	the	matter	with	you?”	he	hissed.	“If	you	carry	on	like	this	they’ll	shut	you	up,
too.	Do	you	think	that	will	help	anyone?”

Meggie	 shook	her	 head.	 “He	 really	 is	 still	 alive,	Farid,	 isn’t	 he?”	 she	whispered.	She	was	 almost
afraid	to	believe	it.

“Yes,	of	course.	I	told	you	so.	Don’t	look	so	sad.	Everything	will	turn	out	all	right,	you	wait	and	see!”
Farid	caressed	her	forehead	and	kissed	the	tears	from	her	eyelashes.

“Hey,	you	two	lovebirds,	get	away	from	the	horses!”
The	 Piper	 was	 standing	 before	 them.	 Meggie	 bent	 her	 head,	 although	 she	 was	 sure	 he	 wouldn’t

recognize	 her.	 She	 had	 been	 just	 a	 girl	 in	 a	 dirty	 dress	when	 he	 almost	 rode	 her	 down	 in	 the	Ombra
marketplace.	Today	he	was	once	again	more	splendidly	clothed	than	any	of	the	strolling	players	Meggie
had	 yet	 seen.	 His	 silken	 garments	 shimmered	 like	 a	 peacock’s	 tail,	 and	 the	 rings	 on	 his	 fingers	 were
genuine	silver,	like	the	nose	on	his	face.	Obviously,	the	Adderhead	paid	well	for	songs	that	pleased	him.

The	Piper	looked	hard	at	them	again,	and	then	strolled	over	to	Firefox.	“Well,	so	you’re	back	from	the
forest!”	he	called	from	some	way	off.	“And	with	rich	booty,	so	I’ve	heard.	Looks	as	if	one	of	your	spies
wasn’t	lying	for	a	change.	Good	news	for	the	Adderhead	at	last.”

Firefox	replied,	but	Meggie	wasn’t	listening.	The	snotty-nosed	boy	came	back	with	the	moss-woman,
a	short	little	creature	who	hardly	came	up	to	his	shoulder.	Her	skin	was	gray	as	beech	bark,	her	face	as
wrinkled	 as	 a	 shriveled	 apple.	Moss-women,	 healers	…	Before	 Farid	 realized	what	 she	meant	 to	 do,
Meggie	had	slipped	away	from	him.	The	moss-woman	would	know	how	Mo	really	was.	She	made	her
way	as	close	as	she	could	to	the	little	woman,	until	only	the	boy	stood	between	them.	The	moss-woman’s
smock	was	 stained	with	meat	 juices	 from	 the	 spit,	 and	 her	 feet	were	 bare,	 but	 she	 inspected	 the	men
standing	around	her	with	fearless	eyes.

“Sure	 as	 I	 live,	 a	 genuine	 moss-woman,”	 growled	 Firefox,	 while	 his	 men	 retreated	 from	 the	 tiny
woman	 as	 if	 she	were	 as	 dangerous	 as	 the	Black	Prince’s	 bear.	 “I	 thought	 they	 never	 came	 out	 of	 the
forest.	 But	 yes,	 apparently	 they	 know	 something	 about	 healing.	 Don’t	 folk	 say	 that	 old	 witch	 Nettle’s
mother	was	a	moss-woman?”

“Yes,	 but	 her	 father	was	 useless.”	 The	 little	woman	 scrutinized	 Firefox	 as	 intently	 as	 if	 she	were
trying	to	find	out	what	kind	of	blood	flowed	in	his	veins.	“You	drink	too	much,”	she	observed.	“Just	look
at	your	face.	Carry	on	like	this	and	your	liver	will	soon	burst	like	an	overripe	pumpkin.”

A	 ripple	 of	 laughter	 ran	 through	 the	 onlookers,	 but	 a	 glance	 from	 Firefox	 silenced	 them.	 “Listen,
you’re	not	here	to	give	me	advice,	she-gnome!”	he	snapped	at	the	moss-woman.	“I	want	you	to	look	at	one
of	my	prisoners.	He	has	to	reach	the	Adderhead’s	castle	alive.”

“Yes,	I	know	all	 that,”	replied	the	moss-woman,	still	examining	his	face	with	disapproval.	“So	that



your	master	can	kill	him	by	all	the	rules	of	the	executioner’s	trade.	Fetch	me	water.	Hot	water	and	clean
towels.	And	I	want	someone	to	help	me.”

Firefox	 nodded	 to	 the	 boy.	 “If	 you	 want	 a	 helper,	 pick	 one	 for	 yourself,”	 he	 growled,	 and
surreptitiously	felt	his	stomach,	where	he	presumably	supposed	his	liver	was	located.

“One	 of	 your	 men?	 No,	 thank	 you.”	 The	 moss-woman	 wrinkled	 up	 her	 little	 nose	 scornfully	 and
looked	around	until	her	eye	fell	on	Meggie.	“That	one	will	do,”	said	the	little	creature.	“She	doesn’t	look
too	stupid.”

And	before	Meggie	knew	it,	one	of	the	soldiers	took	her	roughly	by	the	shoulder.	The	last	thing	she
saw	before	 she	 stumbled	 into	 the	 stable	after	 the	moss-woman	was	 the	expression	of	alarm	on	Farid’s
face.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
42	A	Familiar	Face

Believe	me.	Sometimes	when	 life	 looks	 to	be	at	 its	grimmest,	 there’s	 a	 light	hidden	at	 the	heart	of
things.

Clive	Barker,	Abarat
Mo	was	 conscious	 as	 the	moss-woman	 kneeled	 down	 beside	 him.	He	 sat	 leaning	 back	 against	 the

damp	wall,	his	eyes	searching	all	the	prisoners	crouching	in	the	dimly	lit	stable,	looking	for	Resa’s	face.
He	didn’t	see	Meggie	until	the	little	woman	impatiently	beckoned	her	over.	Of	course	he	realized	at	once
that	even	a	smile	would	have	given	her	away,	but	it	was	so	hard	for	him	not	to	take	her	in	his	arms,	so
hard	to	hide	the	joy	and	fear	that	struggled	for	his	heart	at	the	sight	of	her.

“What	 are	 you	 standing	 around	 for?”	 the	 old	 woman	 snapped	 at	Meggie.	 “Come	 here,	 you	 stupid
thing!”	 Mo	 could	 have	 shaken	 her,	 but	 Meggie	 just	 kneeled	 down	 quickly	 beside	 her	 and	 took	 the
bloodstained	bandages	that	the	old	woman	was	none	too	gently	cutting	away	from	his	chest.	Don’t	stare	at
her,	thought	Mo,	forcing	his	eyes	to	look	anywhere	else:	at	the	old	woman’s	hands,	at	the	other	prisoners,
not	at	his	daughter.	Had	Resa	seen	her,	 too?	She’s	all	 right,	he	 thought.	Yes,	definitely.	She	wasn’t	any
thinner	 than	 usual,	 and	 she	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 be	 sick	 or	 injured,	 either.	 If	 only	 he	 could	 at	 least	 have
exchanged	a	word	with	her!

“By	fairy	spit,	what’s	the	matter	with	you?”	asked	the	little	woman	roughly	as	Meggie	almost	spilled
the	water	she	was	handing	her.	“I	might	 just	as	well	have	taken	one	of	 the	soldiers.”	She	began	feeling
Mo’s	injuries	with	her	barklike	fingers.	It	hurt,	but	he	clenched	his	teeth	so	that	Meggie	wouldn’t	notice.

“Are	you	always	so	hard	on	her?”	he	asked	the	old	woman.
The	 little	 moss-woman	 muttered	 something	 incomprehensible	 without	 looking	 at	 him,	 but	 Meggie

ventured	 a	quick	glance,	 and	he	 smiled	 at	 her,	 hoping	 she	wouldn’t	 notice	 the	 concern	 in	his	 eyes,	 his
alarm	at	seeing	her	again	in	this	of	all	places,	among	all	the	soldiers.	Be	careful,	Meggie,	he	tried	to	tell
her	with	his	eyes.	How	her	lips	were	quivering,	probably	with	all	the	words	that	she	couldn’t	say	aloud,
any	more	than	he	could!	But	it	was	so	good	to	see	her.	Even	in	this	place.	In	all	those	days	and	nights	of
fever,	he	had	so	often	felt	sure	that	he	would	never	see	her	face	again!

“Hurry	up,	can’t	you?”	Suddenly,	Firefox	was	standing	right	behind	Meggie,	and	at	the	sound	of	his
voice	she	quickly	bowed	her	head	and	held	out	the	bowl	of	water	to	the	little	old	woman	again.

“This	is	a	nasty	wound!”	remarked	the	moss-woman.	“I’m	surprised	you’re	still	alive.”
“Yes,	strange,	isn’t	it?”	Mo	was	as	much	aware	of	Meggie’s	glance	as	if	it	were	the	pressure	of	her

hand.	“Perhaps	the	fairies	whispered	a	few	words	of	healing	in	my	ear.”
“Words	of	healing?”	The	moss-woman	wrinkled	up	her	nose.	“What	kind	of	words	would	those	be?

Fairies’	gossip	is	as	stupid	and	useless	as	fairies	themselves.”
“Well,	then	someone	else	must	have	whispered	them	to	me.”
Mo	saw	how	pale	Meggie	turned	as	she	helped	the	moss-woman	rebandage	his	wound,	the	wound	that

hadn’t	killed	him.	It’s	nothing,	Meggie,	he	wanted	to	say,	I’m	fine	-	but	all	he	could	do	was	look	at	her
again,	only	in	passing,	as	if	her	face	meant	no	more	to	him	than	any	other.

“Believe	it	or	not,”	he	told	the	old	woman,	“I	did	hear	the	words.	Beautiful	words.	At	first	I	thought	it
was	my	wife’s	voice,	but	then	I	realized	it	was	my	daughter’s.	I	heard	her	voice	as	clearly	as	if	she	were
sitting	here	beside	me.”

“Yes,	yes,	folk	hear	all	kinds	of	things	in	a	fever!”	replied	the	moss-woman	brusquely.	“I’ve	heard	of



those	who	swore	the	dead	spoke	to	them.	The	dead,	angels,	demons	…	A	fever	will	summon	up	whole
troops	of	them.”	She	turned	to	Firefox.	“I	have	an	ointment	that	will	help	him,”	she	said,	“and	I’ll	brew	up
something	for	him	to	drink.	I	can’t	do	any	more.”	When	she	turned	her	back	on	them,	Meggie	quickly	put
her	hand	on	Mo’s	 fingers.	No	one	noticed,	nor	did	 they	notice	 the	gentle	pressure	he	gave	her	hand	 in
return.	He	smiled	at	her	again,	and	only	when	the	moss-woman	turned	again	did	he	quickly	 look	aside.
“You	ought	to	look	at	his	leg,	too!”	he	said,	nodded	toward	the	strolling	player	lying	asleep	beside	him	on
the	straw,	exhausted.

“No,	she	oughtn’t!”	Firefox	interrupted.	“It’s	all	one	to	me	whether	he	lives	or	dies.	You’re	different.”
“Oh,	I	see!	You	still	think	I’m	that	robber.”	Mo	leaned	his	head	against	the	wall	and	closed	his	eyes

for	a	moment.	“I	suppose	it’s	no	good	if	I	tell	you	yet	again	that	I’m	not?”
By	way	of	answer,	Firefox	just	cast	him	a	contemptuous	glance.	“Tell	the	Adderhead.	Perhaps	he’ll

believe	you,”	he	said.	Then	he	pulled	Meggie	roughly	to	her	feet.	“Go	on,	off	with	you	both!	That’ll	do!”
he	shouted	at	her	and	the	moss-woman.	His	men	pushed	them	both	toward	the	stable	door.	Meggie	tried	to
look	around	again,	her	eyes	searching	for	her	mother,	sitting	somewhere	among	the	other	prisoners,	and
looking	toward	Mo	yet	again,	but	Firefox	grabbed	her	arm	and	forced	her	out	of	the	door	-	leaving	Mo
wishing	he	had	words	at	his	command,	words	like	those	that	had	killed	Capricorn.	His	tongue	longed	to
taste	them,	longed	to	send	them	after	Firefox	and	see	him	fall	in	the	dust	like	his	former	master.	But	there
was	no	one	here	 to	write	 the	words	 for	him.	Only	Fenoglio’s	 story	was	everywhere,	 surrounding	 them
with	 horror	 and	 darkness	 -	 and	 presumably	 his	 own	 death	 was	 already	 planned	 for	 one	 of	 the	 next
chapters.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
43	Paper	and	Fire

“Good,	well,	if	that’s	decided,”	came	a	weary	voice	from	the	opposite	end	of	the	dank	hold.	It	was	the
gnokgoblin,	still	manacled	and	quite	forgotten.	“Then	will	someone	please	release	me.”

Paul	Stewart,	Midnight	Over	Sanctaphrax
Dustfinger	saw	the	windows	of	the	inn	glowing	like	dirty	yellow	eyes	as	he	stole	across	the	road.	Jink

scurried	ahead	of	him,	little	more	than	a	shadow	in	the	darkness.	There	was	no	moon	tonight,	and	it	was
so	dark	 in	 the	yard	 and	 around	 the	 stables	 that	 even	his	 own	 scarred	 face	would	 just	 look	 like	 a	 pale
patch.

There	were	 guards	 outside	 the	 stable	where	 the	 prisoners	 had	 been	 shut	 up,	 four	 guards,	 but	 they
didn’t	notice	him.	They	were	staring	into	the	night,	their	faces	bored,	hands	on	their	sword	hilts,	looking
longingly	again	and	again	at	the	lighted	windows	opposite.	Loud,	drunken	voices	came	from	the	inn	-	and
then	the	sound	of	a	lute,	its	strings	well	plucked,	followed	by	singing	in	a	curiously	strained	voice.	Ah,	so
the	Piper	was	back	from	Ombra,	too,	and	singing	one	of	his	songs,	drunk	with	blood	and	the	intoxication
of	killing.	The	presence	of	the	man	with	the	silver	nose	was	yet	another	reason	why	he	had	to	stay	out	of
sight.	Meggie	and	Farid	were	waiting	behind	the	stables,	as	agreed,	but	 they	were	arguing	in	such	loud
voices	that	Dustfinger	came	up	behind	the	boy	and	put	his	hand	over	his	mouth.

“What	do	you	think	you’re	doing?”	he	said	angrily,	his	voice	low.	“Do	you	want	them	to	put	you	two
in	with	the	others?”

Meggie	bowed	her	head.	She	had	tears	in	her	eyes	again.
“She	wants	to	go	into	the	stable!”	Farid	whispered.	“She	thinks	they’ll	all	be	asleep!	As	if-“
Dustfinger	 closed	 the	 boy’s	mouth	with	 his	 hand	 again.	 Voices	 rang	 out	 over	 the	 yard.	 Obviously,

someone	 had	 brought	 the	 guards	 outside	 the	 stable	 something	 to	 eat.	 “Where’s	 the	 Black	 Prince?”	 he
whispered,	when	all	was	still	again.

“Between	the	bakehouse	and	the	main	building.	Tell	her	she	can’t	go	back	into	that	stable!	There	are	at
least	fifteen	soldiers	in	there.”

“How	many	guarding	the	Prince?”
“Three.”
Three.	Dustfinger	glanced	up	at	the	sky.	No	moon.	It	was	hidden	behind	the	clouds,	and	the	darkness

was	black	as	a	cloak.
“Are	you	going	 to	 free	him?	Three	aren’t	many!”	Farid	 sounded	excited.	Not	 a	 trace	of	 fear	 in	his

voice.	 That	 fearlessness	would	 be	 the	 death	 of	 him	 yet.	 “We	 can	 cut	 their	 throats	 before	 they	make	 a
sound.	It’ll	be	easy.”	He	often	said	such	things.	Dustfinger	kept	wondering	if	it	was	just	talk,	or	if	he’d
actually	done	something	of	the	kind	in	the	past.

“I	can	tell	you’re	ready	for	anything!”	he	said	softly.	“But	you	know	very	well	I’m	no	good	at	cutting
throats.	How	many	prisoners	are	there?”

“Eleven	women,	three	children,	nine	men	not	counting	Silvertongue.”
“How	is	he?”	Dustfinger	looked	at	Meggie.	“Have	you	seen	him?	Can	he	walk?”
She	shook	her	head.
“What	about	your	mother?”	She	cast	him	a	quick	glance.	She	didn’t	like	it	when	he	mentioned	Resa.

“Come	on,	is	she	all	right?”
“I	 think	 so.”	She	put	one	hand	 to	 the	 stable	wall,	 as	 if	 she	 could	 feel	her	parents	behind	 it.	 “But	 I



didn’t	get	a	chance	to	talk	to	her.	Please!”	How	pleadingly	she	was	looking	at	him!	“I’m	sure	they’re	all
asleep.	I’ll	be	very	careful!”

Farid	cast	a	despairing	glance	up	at	the	stars,	as	if	such	stupidity	would	make	them	break	their	eternal
silence.

“The	guards	won’t	sleep,”	said	Dustfinger.	“So	think	up	a	good	lie	for	them.	Do	you	have	anything	to
write	with?”

Meggie	 looked	at	him	incredulously,	and	for	a	moment	Dustfinger	saw	her	mother’s	eyes.	Then	she
quickly	put	her	hand	into	the	bag	that	she	carried	with	her.	“I	have	some	paper	with	me,”she	whispered,
hastily	tearing	a	page	out	of	her	little	marbled	notebook.

Like	mother,	like	daughter.	Never	without	the	means	of	writing.
“You’re	letting	her	do	it?”	Farid	looked	at	him	in	astonishment.
“Yes.”
Meggie	looked	at	him	expectantly.
“Write	 that	 there’ll	be	a	 fallen	 tree	 lying	across	 the	 road	 they	 take	 tomorrow.	When	 it	 catches	 fire,

everyone	strong	and	young	enough	must	run	into	the	forest	to	the	left.	To	the	left:	That’s	important!	Write
that	we’ll	be	waiting	there	to	hide	them.	Did	you	get	that	down?”

Meggie	nodded.	Her	pencil	hurried	over	 the	paper.	He	could	only	hope	that	Resa	would	be	able	 to
decipher	the	tiny	handwriting	in	the	darkness	of	the	stable,	because	he	wouldn’t	be	there	to	make	fire	for
her.

“Have	you	thought	what	you’re	going	to	tell	the	guards?”	he	asked.
Meggie	nodded.	For	a	moment	she	looked	almost	like	the	little	girl	she	had	still	been	not	much	more

than	a	year	ago,	and	Dustfinger	wondered	whether	it	was	a	mistake,	after	all,	to	let	her	go	-	but	before	he
could	change	his	mind	she	was	off.	She	raced	over	the	yard	and	disappeared	into	the	inn.	When	she	came
back,	she	was	carrying	a	jug.

“Please,	 the	moss-woman	 sent	me!”	 they	 heard	 her	 clear	 voice	 telling	 the	 guards.	 “I’m	 to	 take	 the
children	milk.”

“Look	 at	 that.	 Clever	 as	 a	 jackal!”	whispered	 Farid	 as	 the	 guards	moved	 aside.	 “And	 brave	 as	 a
lioness.”	There	was	so	much	admiration	in	his	voice	that	Dustfinger	couldn’t	help	smiling.	The	boy	was
definitely	in	love.

“Yes,	she’s	probably	cleverer	than	both	of	us	put	together,”	he	whispered	back.	“And	certainly	braver,
at	least	as	far	as	I’m	concerned.”

Farid	just	nodded.	He	was	staring	at	the	open	stable	door	-	and	smiled	with	relief	when	Meggie	came
out	again.

“See	that?”	she	whispered	to	him	when	she	was	back	beside	Farid.	“It	was	perfectly	easy.”
“Good!”	said	Dustfinger,	beckoning	Farid	over	to	his	side.	“Then	let’s	cross	our	fingers	and	hope	that

what	we	have	to	do	now	is	as	easy.	What	about	it,	Farid?	Do	you	feel	like	playing	with	fire?”
The	boy	carried	out	his	task	with	as	cool	a	head	as	Meggie.	Apparently	lost	to	the	world	but	in	a	spot

where	the	men	guarding	the	Prince	had	a	clear	view	of	him,	he	began	making	fire	dance	as	naturally	as	if
he	were	standing	in	some	peaceful	marketplace,	not	in	front	of	an	inn	that	sheltered	Firefox	and	the	Piper.
The	guards	nudged	each	other,	laughed,	glad	of	something	to	pass	the	time	this	sleepless	night.	Seems	that
I’m	the	only	one	here	whose	heart	is	beating	faster,	thought	Dustfinger	as	he	stole	past	heaps	of	stinking
offal	and	rotting	vegetables.	It	looked	as	if	the	fat	landlord’s	cooks	simply	threw	everything	they	couldn’t
serve	 to	 the	 guests	 out	 here	 behind	 the	 house.	 A	 few	 rats	 scurried	 off	 when	 they	 heard	 Dustfinger’s
footsteps,	and	the	hungry	eyes	of	a	brownie	glowed	among	the	bushes.	They	had	tied	up	the	Prince	next	to
a	mountain	 of	 carcasses,	 and	 his	 bear	 just	 far	 enough	 away	 to	 keep	 him	 from	 reaching	 the	 bones.	He
squatted	 there,	 snorting	 unhappily	 through	 his	 muzzle,	 which	 was	 bound,	 now	 and	 then	 uttering	 a
miserably	muted	howl.



The	guards	had	stuck	a	torch	in	the	ground	not	far	away,	but	the	flame	went	out	at	once	when	the	wind
carried	Dustfinger’s	quiet	voice	to	it.	Nothing	was	left	but	a	faint	glow	-	and	the	Black	Prince	raised	his
head.	He	knew	at	once	who	must	be	slinking	around	in	the	dark	when	the	fire	so	suddenly	died	down.	A
few	more	quick	and	silent	steps,	and	Dustfinger	took	cover	behind	the	bear’s	furry	back.

“That	 boy’s	 really	 good!”	whispered	 the	 Prince	without	 turning	 around.	A	 sharp	 knife	would	 soon
deal	with	the	ropes	binding	him.

“Yes,	very	good.	And	afraid	of	nothing,	unlike	me.”	Dustfinger	examined	the	padlocks	on	the	bear’s
chains.	They	were	 rusty	but	not	particularly	difficult	 to	open.	 “What	do	you	 say	 to	 a	 little	walk	 in	 the
forest?	But	 the	bear	must	be	quiet,	quiet	as	an	owl.	Can	he	do	 it?”	He	ducked	when	one	of	 the	guards
turned,	but	the	man	had	obviously	just	heard	the	maid	who	was	coming	out	of	the	kitchen	to	tip	a	bucket	of
refuse	 onto	 the	 garbage	 heaps	 behind	 the	 building.	 She	 disappeared	 again,	 with	 a	 curious	 look	 at	 the
bound	Prince	-	and	took	with	her	the	noise	that	had	come	spilling	out	of	the	doorway.

“What	about	the	others?”
“Four	guards	outside	the	stable,	another	four	told	off	by	Firefox	to	guard	Silvertongue,	and	there	must

be	 ten	more	guarding	 the	other	prisoners.	 It’s	unlikely	 that	we	can	distract	 the	 attention	of	 all	 of	 them,
certainly	not	for	long	enough	to	get	the	injured	and	crippled	to	safety.”

“Silvertongue?”
“Yes,	the	man	they	were	looking	for	in	your	camp.	What	do	you	call	him?”	A	padlock	sprang	open.

The	bear	growled;	perhaps	Jink	was	making	him	uneasy.	The	second	chain	had	better	stay	where	it	was
for	now,	or	he’d	probably	eat	the	marten.	Dustfinger	set	about	cutting	the	ropes	tying	up	the	Black	Prince.
He	had	to	hurry,	for	 they	must	be	gone	before	Farid’s	arms	tired.	The	second	padlock	clicked.	Another
quick	glance	at	the	boy…By	the	fire	of	the	elves!	thought	Dustfinger.	He	throws	the	torches	almost	as	high
as	I	do	now!	But	just	as	the	Prince	was	throwing	off	his	ropes,	a	fat	man	marched	up	to	Farid	with	a	maid
and	a	soldier	behind	him.	He	shouted	at	the	boy	and	pointed	indignantly	to	the	flames.	Farid	just	smiled,
skipped	back	while	Gwin	leaped	around	his	 legs,	and	went	on	juggling	the	burning	torches.	Oh	yes,	he
was	as	clever	as	Meggie!	Dustfinger	signed	to	the	Prince	to	go	with	him.	The	bear	groped	his	way	along
after	 them,	 following	his	master’s	 low	voice.	A	pity	 he	 really	was	 only	 a	 bear	 and	not	 a	Night-Mare.
There’d	have	been	no	need	to	tell	one	of	those	to	keep	quiet.	But	at	least	he	was	black,	as	black	as	his
master,	and	the	night	swallowed	them	up	as	if	they	were	a	part	of	it.

“We’ll	 meet	 down	 on	 the	 road	 by	 the	 fallen	 tree.”	 The	 Prince	 nodded	 and	 disappeared	 into	 the
darkness.	As	for	Dustfinger,	he	set	off	in	search	of	the	boy	and	Resa’s	daughter.

The	soldiers	were	all	shouting	in	confusion	in	the	yard	now	that	it	was	clear	that	the	Black	Prince	had
escaped;	even	the	Piper	had	come	out	of	the	inn.	But	neither	Farid	nor	the	girl	could	be	seen.	The	soldiers
began	 searching	 the	outskirts	 of	 the	 forest	 and	 the	 slope	behind	 the	house,	 carrying	 torches.	Dustfinger
whispered	words	into	the	night	until	the	fire	felt	sleepy,	and	torch	after	torch	was	extinguished	as	if	the
slight	breeze	had	blown	them	out.	The	men	stopped	in	the	middle	of	the	road,	feeling	uneasy,	and	looked
around	with	eyes	full	of	fear	-	fear	of	the	dark,	fear	of	the	bear,	fear	of	everything	else	that	roamed	the
woods	by	night.

None	of	them	dared	go	as	far	as	the	place	where	the	fallen	tree	was	blocking	the	road.	The	forest	and
the	hills	were	as	quiet	as	if	no	human	foot	had	ever	trodden	there.	Gwin	was	perched	on	the	tree	trunk,
and	Farid	and	Meggie	were	waiting	on	the	other	side	under	the	trees.	The	boy	had	a	bleeding	lip,	and	the
girl	 had	 laid	 her	 head	 wearily	 against	 his	 shoulder.	 Embarrassed,	 she	 straightened	 up	 as	 Dustfinger
emerged	in	front	of	them.

“Is	he	free?”	asked	Farid.
Dustfinger	put	a	hand	under	his	chin	and	looked	at	the	split	lip.	“Yes.	Whatever	happens	tomorrow,	the

Prince	and	his	bear	will	lend	us	a	hand.	How	did	you	do	that?”	The	two	martens	scurried	past	him	and
disappeared	into	the	forest	side	by	side.



“Oh,	it’s	nothing.	One	of	the	soldiers	tried	to	grab	me,	but	I	got	away.	Well,	tell	me,	was	I	good?”	As
if	he	didn’t	know	the	answer.

“So	good	that	I’m	beginning	to	worry.	If	you	carry	on	like	this	I’ll	soon	be	out	of	a	job.”
Farid	smiled.	How	sad	Meggie	looked,	though.	She	seemed	as	lost	as	the	child	they	had	found	in	the

looted	camp.	It	wasn’t	difficult	to	imagine	how	she	was	feeling,	even	if,	like	Dustfinger	himself,	you	had
never	 known	 your	 parents.	 Acrobats,	 some	 of	 the	 women	 among	 the	 strolling	 players,	 a	 traveling
physician…he	had	had	many	substitutes	 for	 them.	Any	of	 the	Motley	Folk	who	 looked	after	abandoned
children	were	 like	 their	parents.	Well,	 say	something	 to	her,	Dustfinger,	anything,	he	 thought.	You	often
used	to	cheer	up	her	mother.	Though	usually	it	was	just	for	a	short	time…stolen	time.

“Listen.”	He	kneeled	down	in	front	of	Meggie	and	looked	at	her.	“If	we	really	manage	to	free	some	of
them	tomorrow,	the	Black	Prince	will	take	them	to	safety	-	but	the	three	of	us	will	follow	the	others.”

She	looked	at	him	as	distrustfully	as	if	he	were	a	worn	tightrope	that	she	must	walk	high	in	the	air.
“Why?”	she	asked	quietly.	When	she	spoke	in	a	low	tone	you	didn’t	guess	at	the	power	that	her	voice

could	exert.	“Why	do	you	want	to	help	them?”	She	didn’t	have	to	spell	it	out:	Last	time	you	didn’t.	Back
in	Capricorn’s	village.	What	could	he	say?	That	it	was	easier	to	stand	by	and	watch	in	a	strange	world
than	in	your	own?

“Let’s	say	I	may	have	something	to	make	up	for,”	he	said	at	last.	He	knew	he	didn’t	have	to	explain
what	he	meant.	They	both	remembered	that	night,	in	another	tale,	when	he	had	betrayed	her	to	Capricorn.
And	there’s	something	else,	too,	he	almost	added,	I	think	your	mother	has	been	a	captive	long	enough.	But
he	didn’t	say	that.	He	knew	that	Meggie	wouldn’t	have	liked	it.

A	good	hour	later	the	Black	Prince	joined	them,	uninjured	and	with	his	bear.
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Do	 you	 see	 the	 tongues	 of	 fire	 Darting,	 flickering	 higher	 and	 higher?	 Do	 you	 see	 the	 flames	 all
dancing,	Flaring,	off	the	dry	wood	glancing?

James	Kriiss,	“Fire”
Resa’s	 feet	were	 bleeding.	The	 road	was	 stony	 and	wet	with	 the	morning	 dew.	They	 all	 had	 their

hands	bound	again,	except	 the	children.	She	had	been	 terrified	 that	 the	soldiers	wouldn’t	 let	 them	walk
with	 the	other	prisoners	but	would	 load	 them	onto	 the	cart	 instead.	“Cry	 if	 they	 try	 to	make	you	get	up
there!”	she	had	whispered	to	the	little	ones.	“Cry	and	scream	until	they	let	you	walk	with	us.”	But	luckily
that	hadn’t	been	necessary.	How	scared	the	three	children	looked	-	two	girls	and	a	boy,	not	counting	the
baby	still	inside	Mina’s	belly.

The	elder	girl,	who	was	just	six,	was	walking	between	Resa	and	Mina.	Whenever	Resa	glanced	at	her
she	 wondered	 what	 Meggie	 had	 looked	 like	 at	 that	 age.	 Mo	 had	 shown	 her	 photographs,	 wonderful
photographs	taken	in	all	 the	years	she	herself	had	missed,	but	 those	weren’t	her	own	memories	but	his.
And	Meggie’s.

Brave	Meggie.	Resa’s	heart	still	contracted	when	she	remembered	how	her	daughter	had	passed	her
the	 sheet	 of	 paper	 in	 the	 stable.	Where	was	 she	 now?	Was	 she	watching	 them	 from	 somewhere	 in	 the
forest?

Only	when	the	hue	and	cry	over	the	Black	Prince	had	broken	out	had	she	been	able	to	read	the	note,	by
the	light	of	the	torch	left	burning	overnight	in	the	stable.	None	of	the	others	could	read,	so	she	had	been
able	 to	pass	on	Dustfinger’s	news	 to	 the	women	sitting	near	her	only	 in	whispers.	After	 that,	 there	had
been	no	chance	to	tell	the	men,	too,	but	the	ones	who	could	walk	would	run,	anyway.	Resa	was	to	look
after	the	children,	and	they	knew	what	they	were	to	do.

The	other	girl	and	the	boy	were	walking	between	their	mother	and	the	woman	with	clawlike	fingers
who	had	wanted	to	take	Mo	back	to	Capricorn’s	fortress.	Resa	had	said	nothing	to	her	about	Dustfinger’s
news,	and	every	glance	the	woman	cast	her	said:	I	was	right,	too!	But	Mina	smiled	when	she	looked	at
Resa,	Mina	with	her	round	belly,	who	could	have	thought	she	had	good	reason	to	hate	her	for	what	had
happened.	Perhaps	the	flowers	she	gave	Resa	in	the	cave	really	had	brought	luck.	Mo	was	better,	much
better	-	after	she	had	thought	for	so	many	endless	hours	that	every	breath	he	drew	would	be	his	last.	Now
that	the	Prince	had	escaped,	a	horse	was	pulling	the	cart	with	Mo	on	it.	The	bear	had	set	the	Prince	free,
they	whispered,	which	finally	proved	that	he	was	indeed	a	Night-Mare.	His	ghostly	glance	had	made	the
chains	 disappear,	 and	 he	 had	 turned	 himself	 into	 a	 human	 being	 and	 cut	 his	 master’s	 bonds.	 Resa
wondered	whether	that	human	being	had	a	scarred	face.

When	all	the	noise	had	begun	in	the	night	she	had	been	so	scared	for	Dustfinger,	Meggie,	and	the	boy,
but	next	morning	the	fury	on	the	soldiers’	faces	told	her	that	they	had	gotten	away.

But	where	was	the	fallen	tree	Meggie	had	mentioned	in	her	note?
The	little	girl	beside	her	was	clinging	to	her	dress.	Resa	smiled	at	 the	child	-	and	sensed	the	Piper

looking	down	at	her	from	his	horse.	She	quickly	turned	her	head	away.	Luckily,	neither	he	nor	Firefox	had
recognized	her.	She	had	often	enough	listened	to	the	Piper’s	bloodthirsty	songs	in	Capricorn’s	fortress	-
the	minstrel	still	had	a	human	nose	on	his	face	in	those	days	-	and	she	had	polished	Firefox’s	boots,	but
fortunately	he	had	not	been	one	of	those	who	chased	her	and	the	other	maids.

Up	above	 the	prisoners’	 heads	 the	 soldiers	were	describing,	 at	 the	 tops	of	 their	 voices,	what	 their



master	would	do	to	the	Black	Prince	once	he’d	caught	him	and	his	enchanted	bear	again.	Now	that	they
were	on	horseback	once	more	their	tempers	had	clearly	improved.	From	time	to	time	the	Piper	turned	in
his	saddle	and	contributed	some	particularly	cruel	idea.	Resa	would	have	liked	to	put	her	hands	over	the
ears	of	the	little	girl	beside	her.	The	child’s	mother	was	not	among	the	prisoners	but	was	wandering	the
country	with	 some	 of	 the	 other	 strolling	 players,	 happy	 in	 the	 belief	 that	 her	 daughter	was	 safe	 in	 the
Secret	Camp.

The	girl	would	run.	So	would	the	other	children	with	their	mother.	The	claw-fingered	woman	would
probably	try	to	escape,	too,	and	Sootbird	and	most	of	the	other	men.	The	minstrel	with	the	injured	leg	who
was	on	the	cart	with	Mo	would	stay,	like	Twofingers,	because	he	was	afraid	of	the	soldiers’	crossbows,
and	so	would	the	old	stilt-walker,	who	no	longer	trusted	his	legs.	Benedicta,	who	could	hardly	see	where
she	was	going,	would	stay	behind,	too,	and	Mina,	whose	child	would	soon	be	coming	into	the	world…
and	Mo.

The	road	went	ever	more	steeply	downhill.	Overhead,	the	branches	of	the	trees	were	intertwined.	It
was	a	still,	windless	morning,	cloudy	and	damp,	but	Dustfinger’s	fires	burned	even	in	rain.	Resa	peered
past	the	horses.	How	close	together	the	trees	stood,	nothing	but	darkness	showing	between	them	even	in
broad	daylight.	The	plan	was	for	them	to	run	to	the	left.	Did	Meggie	expect	her	to	try	and	escape,	 too?
How	often	she	had	asked	herself	that	-	and	she	always	came	to	the	same	conclusion:	No,	Meggie	knows
that	I	won’t	leave	her	father	alone.	She	loves	him	just	as	much.

Resa’s	pace	slowed.	There	it	was,	the	fallen	tree,	its	trunk	green	with	moss.	The	little	girl	looked	up
at	her,	wide-eyed.	They	had	 feared	 that	one	of	 the	children	would	 talk,	but	 they	had	been	 silent	 as	 the
grave	all	morning.

Firefox	 swore	 when	 he	 saw	 the	 tree.	 He	 reined	 in	 his	 horse	 and	 told	 the	 first	 four	 horsemen	 to
dismount	and	clear	the	obstacle	out	of	the	way.	They	obeyed,	looking	sullen,	handed	their	horses’	reins	to
other	men	and	strode	toward	the	tree	trunk.	Resa	dared	not	look	at	the	roadside,	for	fear	that	any	glance	of
hers	might	give	away	Dustfinger	or	Meggie.	She	thought	she	heard	fingers	snapping	and	then	a	whisper,
barely	audible.	Not	human	words,	but	fire-words.	Dustfinger	had	once	spoken	them	for	her	 in	 the	other
world,	where	they	didn’t	work,	where	fire	was	deaf	and	dumb.	“They	sound	much	better	when	I	say	them
there,”	he	had	said,	and	he	told	her	about	the	fire-honey	he	took	from	the	elves.	She	remembered	the	sound
very	well,	all	the	same	-	as	if	flames	were	biting	their	way	through	black	coal,	as	if	they	were	hungrily
devouring	white	paper.	No	one	else	heard	the	whisper	through	the	rustle	of	the	leaves,	the	steady	rain,	the
twittering	of	birds,	and	the	chirping	of	crickets.

The	fire	licked	up	from	beneath	the	bark	of	the	tree	like	a	nest	full	of	snakes.	The	men	didn’t	notice.
Only	when	the	first	flame	shot	up,	hot	and	greedy,	rising	so	high	that	it	almost	brought	down	the	leaves	of
the	trees,	did	they	stumble	back	in	alarm	and	disbelief.	The	riderless	horses	reared	and	tried	to	break	free
as	the	fire	hissed	and	danced.

“Run!”	whispered	Resa,	and	the	little	girl	ran	for	 it,	 fleet-footed	as	a	fawn.	Children,	women,	men,
they	all	ran	toward	the	trees	-	Sootbird,	the	claw-fingered	woman	-	past	the	shying	horses	they	ran,	and
into	the	shelter	of	the	dark	forest.	Two	soldiers	shot	arrows	after	them,	but	their	own	horses	were	rearing
in	fear	of	the	fire,	and	the	arrows	buried	themselves	in	the	bark	of	trees	instead	of	in	human	flesh.	Resa
saw	fugitive	after	fugitive	disappear	among	the	trees	while	the	soldiers	shouted	at	one	another,	and	it	hurt
her	to	stay	standing	there,	it	hurt	badly.

The	tree	went	on	burning,	 its	bark	turned	black…Run,	 thought	Resa,	run,	all	of	you!	Yet	she	herself
still	stood	there	although	her	feet	longed	to	run,	too,	run	away,	run	to	her	daughter	waiting	somewhere	in
the	 trees.	Yet	she	stayed	there.	She	stood	still.	There	was	 just	one	 thing	she	must	not	 think	of:	 that	 they
would	shut	her	up	again.	For	if	she	did	she	would	run	in	spite	of	Mo.	She’d	run	and	run	and	never	stop
again.	She	had	been	a	prisoner	too	long,	she	had	lived	on	nothing	but	memories	too	long,	memories	of	Mo,
memories	of	Meggie…She	had	fed	on	them	all	those	years	when	she	served	first	Mortola,	then	Capricorn.



“Don’t	get	any	silly	 ideas,	Bluejay!”	she	heard	one	of	 the	soldiers	call	back.	“Or	I’ll	put	an	arrow
through	you!”

“What	kind	of	ideas	did	you	have	in	mind?”	replied	Mo.	“Do	I	look	stupid	enough	to	run	away	from
your	crossbow?”	She	could	almost	have	laughed.	He’d	always	been	able	to	make	her	laugh	so	easily.

“What	are	you	waiting	 for?	Fetch	 them	back!”	 roared	 the	Piper.	His	silver	nose	had	slipped	out	of
place,	and	his	horse	was	still	shying	hard	as	he	pulled	on	the	reins.	Some	of	the	men	obeyed,	stumbling
halfheartedly	into	the	forest	but	retreating	again	as	a	shadow	stirred	in	the	undergrowth,	growling.

“The	Night-Mare!”	one	of	them	shouted,	and	the	next	moment	they	were	all	back	in	the	middle	of	the
road,	pale-faced	and	with	 trembling	hands,	as	 if	 the	swords	 they	held	could	do	nothing	 to	defend	 them
from	the	horror	lurking	in	the	trees.

“Night-Mare?	This	is	broad	daylight,	you	fools!”	Firefox	yelled	at	them.	“That’s	a	bear,	nothing	but	a
bear!”

Hesitantly,	they	moved	toward	the	forest	again,	keeping	close	together	like	a	brood	of	chicks	hiding
behind	their	mother.	Resa	heard	them	swearing	as	they	used	their	swords	to	cut	a	path	through	the	twining
wild	 vines	 and	 brambles,	while	 their	 horses	 stood	 in	 the	 road	 snorting	 and	 trembling.	 Firefox	 and	 the
Piper	put	their	heads	together,	while	the	soldiers	still	standing	in	the	road	to	guard	the	remaining	prisoners
stared	at	the	forest	wide-eyed,	as	if	the	Night-Mare	that	looked	so	deceptively	like	a	bear	would	leap	out
at	any	moment	and	swallow	them	up,	skin	and	hair	and	all,	in	the	usual	manner	of	ghosts.

Resa	saw	Mo	glance	at	her,	saw	the	relief	in	his	face	when	he	saw	her	-	and	his	disappointment	that
she	was	still	there,	too.	He	was	still	pale,	but	no	longer	as	pale	as	if	the	hand	of	Death	had	touched	his
face.	She	took	a	step	toward	the	cart,	wanting	to	go	to	him,	take	his	hand,	see	if	it	was	still	hot	with	the
fever,	but	one	of	the	soldiers	roughly	pushed	her	back.

The	 tree	was	 still	 burning.	 The	 flames	 crackled	 as	 if	 they	were	 singing	 a	mocking	 song	 about	 the
Adderhead,	and	when	the	men	who	had	gone	into	the	forest	came	back,	they	brought	not	a	single	one	of	the
escaped	prisoners	with	them.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
45	Poor	Meggie

“Hello,”	said	a	soft,	musical	voice,	and	Leonardo	looked	up.	In	front	of	him	stood	the	most	beautiful
young	girl	he	had	ever	seen,	a	girl	who	might	have	frightened	him	but	for	the	sad	expression	in	her	blue
eyes.	He	knew	about	sadness.

Eva	Ibbotson,	The	Mystery	of	the	Seventh	Witch
Meggie	did	not	 say	a	word.	However	hard	Farid	 tried	 to	cheer	her	up	she	 just	 sat	 there	among	 the

trees,	her	arms	wrapped	around	her	legs,	perfectly	silent.	Yes,	they	had	set	many	of	the	captives	free,	but
her	parents	were	not	among	them.

Not	one	of	those	who	managed	to	escape	had	been	injured.	One	of	the	children	had	twisted	his	ankle,
that	was	all,	and	he	was	small	enough	for	the	grown-ups	to	carry	him.	The	forest	had	swallowed	them	up
so	 quickly	 that	 after	 only	 a	 few	 steps	 the	 Adder	 head’s	 men	 had	 found	 themselves	 chasing	 shadows.
Dustfinger	hid	the	children	inside	a	hollow	tree,	the	women	crawled	underneath	a	thicket	of	wild	vine	and
nettles,	while	 the	Prince’s	bear	kept	 the	soldiers	at	a	distance.	The	men	had	climbed	trees	and	perched
high	up	among	the	leaves;	Dustfinger	and	the	Prince	were	the	last	to	hide,	after	leading	the	soldiers	astray
in	different	directions.

The	Black	Prince	advised	the	freed	captives	to	go	back	to	Ombra	and,	for	the	time	being,	to	join	the
strolling	players	still	encamped	there.	He	himself	had	other	plans.	Before	he	left	he	spoke	to	Meggie,	and
she	did	not	look	quite	so	hopeless	after	that.

“He	said	he	won’t	let	anyone	hang	my	father,”	she	told	Farid.	“He	says	he	knows	that	Mo	is	not	the
Bluejay,	and	he	and	his	men	will	make	the	Adderhead	realize	that	he’s	caught	the	wrong	man.”	And	she
looked	 so	 hopeful	 as	 she	 said	 this	 that	 Farid	 just	 nodded	 and	murmured,	 “That’s	 great!”	 -	 although	he
could	think	only	that	the	Adderhead	would	execute	Silvertongue	all	the	same.

“What	about	the	informer	the	Piper	mentioned?	Will	the	Prince	look	for	him?”	he	asked	Dustfinger,	as
they	set	out	again.

“He	won’t	 have	 to	 look	 for	 long,”	Dustfinger	 said.	 “He	 just	 has	 to	wait	 until	 one	 of	 the	 strolling
players	suddenly	has	his	pockets	full	of	silver.”

Silver.	Farid	had	to	admit	that	he	was	curious	to	see	the	silver	towers	of	the	Castle	of	Night.	Even	the
battlements	were	said	to	be	lined	with	silver.	But	they	would	not	choose	the	same	route	as	Firefox.	“We
know	where	they’re	going,”	said	Dustfinger,	“and	there	are	shorter	and	safer	ways	to	the	Castle	of	Night
than	the	road.”

“What	about	 the	Spelt-Mill?”	asked	Meggie.	“The	mill	 in	 the	forest	 that	you	mentioned?	Aren’t	we
going	there	first?”

“Not	necessarily.	Why?”
Meggie	didn’t	answer	at	once.	Obviously,	she	guessed	that	the	reply	would	not	please	Dustfinger.	“I

gave	Cloud-Dancer	a	letter	for	Fenoglio,”	she	said	at	last,	reluctantly.	“I	asked	him	to	write	something	to
save	my	parents	and	to	send	it	to	the	mill.”

“A	 letter?”	Dustfinger’s	 voice	was	 so	 cutting	 that	 Farid	 instinctively	 put	 his	 arm	 around	Meggie’s
shoulders.	“Oh,	wonderful!	And	suppose	the	wrong	eyes	read	it?”

Farid	ducked	his	head,	but	Meggie	did	not.	 Instead,	 she	 returned	Dustfinger’s	glance.	 “Nobody	but
Fenoglio	can	help	them	now,”	she	said.	“You	know	that.	You	know	it	perfectly	well.”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
46	A	Knock	on	the	Door

Lancelot	considered	his	cup.
“He	is	inhuman,”	he	said	at	last.	“But	why	should	he	be	human?	Are	angels	supposed	to	be	human?”
T.	H.	White,	The	Ill-Made	Knight
The	horseman	Fenoglio	had	sent	after	Meggie	had	been	gone	for	days	now.	“You	must	ride	 like	 the

wind,”	he	had	told	the	man,	saying	that	the	life	or	death	of	a	young	and,	of	course,	beautiful	girl	was	at
stake.	(After	all,	he	wanted	to	be	sure	that	the	man	would	really	do	his	best.)	“But	I’m	afraid	you	won’t	be
able	to	persuade	her	to	come	back	with	you.	She’s	very	obstinate,”	he	had	added,	“so	decide	on	a	new
meeting	place	with	her	-	a	safe	one	this	time	-	and	tell	her	you’ll	be	back	as	soon	as	possible	with	a	letter
from	me.	Can	you	remember	that?”

The	soldier,	a	fresh-faced	youth,	had	repeated	his	instructions	without	any	trouble	and	galloped	away,
saying	he	would	be	back	in	three	days’	time	at	the	latest.	Three	days.	If	the	lad	kept	his	word,	he’d	soon
be	back	-	but	Fenoglio	would	have	no	letter	for	him	to	take	to	Meggie.	For	the	words	that	were	to	put	the
whole	story	right	again	-	save	the	good,	punish	the	bad	-	simply	would	not	come.

Fenoglio	sat	day	and	night	in	the	room	that	Cosimo	had	given	him,	staring	at	the	sheets	of	parchment
that	Minerva	had	brought	him,	in	the	company	of	the	terrified	Rosenquartz.	But	there	seemed	to	be	a	jinx
on	it:	Whatever	he	began	to	write	seeped	out	of	his	head	like	ink	running	on	damp	paper.	Where	were	the
words	he	wanted?	Why	did	they	stay	as	dead	as	dry	leaves?	He	argued	with	Rosenquartz,	told	him	to	send
for	wine,	roast	meat,	sweetmeats,	different	ink,	a	new	pen	-	while	the	smiths	were	hammering	and	forging
metal	out	in	the	castle	courtyards,	the	castle	gates	were	reinforced,	the	pans	for	pitch	were	cleaned	and
spears	sharpened.	Preparing	for	war	was	a	noisy	business.	Particularly	when	you	were	in	a	hurry.

And	Cosimo	was	 in	a	great	hurry.	The	words	for	him	had	almost	written	 themselves:	words	full	of
righteous	anger.	Cosimo’s	criers	had	already	gone	out	proclaiming	them	in	every	marketplace	and	every
village.	Ever	since	then	volunteers	had	been	flocking	to	Ombra,	soldiers	recruited	for	the	fight	against	the
Adderhead.	But	where	were	 the	words	with	which	Cosimo’s	war	would	 be	won	 and	Meggie’s	 father
saved	from	the	gallows	at	the	same	time?

How	he	racked	his	old	brains!	But	nothing	occurred	 to	him.	The	days	went	by,	and	despair	entered
Fenoglio’s	heart.	Suppose	the	Adderhead	had	hanged	Mortimer	long	ago?	Would	Meggie	still	read	what
he	had	written	then?	If	her	father	was	dead,	wouldn’t	what	happened	to	Cosimo	and	this	world	itself	be	a
matter	 of	 indifference	 to	 her?	 “Nonsense,	 Fenoglio,”	 he	 muttered,	 as	 he	 crossed	 out	 sentence	 after
sentence	after	hours	of	work.	“And	 I	 tell	you	what:	 If	you	can’t	 think	of	any	words,	 they’ll	have	 to	do
without	them	for	once.	Cosimo	will	just	have	to	rescue	Mortimer!”

“Oh	 yes?	 Suppose	 they	 storm	 the	 Adderhead’s	 castle,	 and	 everyone	 in	 the	 dungeons	 dies	 as	 the
building	burns?”	a	voice	inside	him	whispered.	“Or	suppose	Cosimo’s	troops	are	dashed	to	pieces	on	the
steep	and	towering	walls	of	the	Castle	of	Night?”

Fenoglio	put	down	his	pen	and	buried	his	face	in	his	hands.	It	was	dark	again	outside,	and	his	head
was	as	empty	as	the	parchment	in	front	of	him.	Cosimo	had	sent	Fenoglio	an	invitation,	brought	by	Tullio,
to	dine	at	his	table	-	but	he	had	no	appetite,	although	he	liked	to	watch	Cosimo	listening	with	shining	eyes
to	the	songs	he	had	written	about	him.	Her	Ugliness	claimed	that	their	words	bored	her	husband,	but	this
version	of	Cosimo	loved	what	Fenoglio	wrote	for	him:	wonderful	fairy	tales	about	his	heroic	deeds	in	the
past,	the	time	he	had	spent	with	the	White	Women,	and	the	battle	at	Capricorn’s	fortress.



Yes,	 he	 was	 in	 high	 favor	 with	 the	 handsome	 prince,	 just	 as	 he	 himself	 had	 written	 -	 while	 Her
Ugliness	was	more	and	more	often	refused	admittance	to	her	husband’s	presence.	So	Violante	spent	even
more	 time	 in	 the	 library	 than	 she	 had	 before	 Cosimo’s	 return.	 Since	 her	 father-in-law’s	 death,	 she	 no
longer	had	to	steal	into	it	secretly	or	bribe	Balbulus	with	her	jewels,	for	Cosimo	didn’t	mind	whether	or
not	she	read	books.	All	that	interested	him	was	whether	she	was	writing	letters	to	her	father	or	trying	to
make	contact	with	the	Adderhead	in	some	other	way.	As	if	she	ever	had!

Fenoglio	felt	sorry	for	Violante,	lonely	as	she	was,	but	he	consoled	himself	by	remembering	that	she
had	always	been	solitary	by	nature.	Even	her	son	hadn’t	changed	that.	And	yet	-	she	had	probably	never
before	wanted	any	human	being’s	company	as	much	as	she	wanted	Cosimo’s.	The	mark	on	her	face	had
faded,	but	something	else	burned	there	now	-	love,	just	as	pointless	as	the	birthmark,	for	Cosimo	did	not
return	 her	 love.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 he	 was	 having	 his	 wife	 watched.	 For	 some	 time	 Violante	 had	 been
followed	 by	 a	 sturdy,	 bald-headed	 man	 who	 used	 to	 train	 the	 Laughing	 Prince’s	 hounds.	 Now	 he
shadowed	Her	Ugliness	as	if	he	had	turned	himself	into	a	dog,	a	sniffer	dog	trying	to	pick	up	the	scent	of
all	her	thoughts.	Apparently,	Violante	asked	Balbulus	to	write	letters	to	Cosimo,	pleading	letters	assuring
him	of	her	loyalty	and	devotion,	but	people	said	he	didn’t	read	them.	One	of	his	courtiers	even	claimed
that	Cosimo	had	forgotten	how	to	read.

Fenoglio	took	his	hands	away	from	his	face	and	looked	enviously	at	the	sleeping	Rosenquartz,	lying
beside	the	inkwell	and	snoring	peacefully.	He	was	just	picking	up	his	pen	again	when	there	was	a	knock
at	the	door.

Who	could	it	be	so	late	at	night?	Cosimo	usually	went	out	riding	at	this	hour.
It	was	his	wife	standing	at	the	door.	Violante	was	wearing	one	of	the	black	dresses	she	had	put	away

when	Cosimo	returned.	Her	eyes	were	reddened,	as	if	sore	with	weeping,	but	perhaps	she	was	just	using
the	beryl	too	often.

“Cosimo	has	taken	Brianna	with	him	again!”	she	said	in	a	broken	voice.	“She’s	allowed	to	ride	with
him,	eat	with	him,	she	even	spends	the	nights	with	him.	She	tells	him	stories	now	instead	of	me,	she	reads
to	him,	sings	for	him,	dances	for	him	the	way	she	once	did	for	me.	And	I’m	left	alone.”

Fenoglio	rose	from	his	chair.	“Come	in!”	he	said.	“Where’s	your	shadow?”
“I	 bought	 a	 litter	 of	 puppies	 and	 told	 him	 to	 train	 them,	 as	 a	 surprise	 for	 Cosimo.	 Since	 then	 he

disappears	on	occasion.”
She	was	 clever,	 oh	 yes,	 in	 fact	 very	 clever.	Had	 he	 known	 that?	No,	 he	 hardly	 even	 remembered

making	her	up.
“Sit	down!”	He	gave	her	his	own	chair	-	there	was	no	other	-	and	sat	on	the	chest	under	the	window

where	he	kept	his	clothes.	Not	his	old,	moth-eaten	garments	but	the	new	ones	that	Cosimo	had	given	him,
magnificent	clothes	made	for	a	court	poet.

“Can’t	 you	 talk	 to	her?”	Violante	passed	nervous	hands	over	 her	 black	dress.	 “Brianna	 loves	your
songs,	she	might	listen	to	you!	I	need	her.	I	have	no	one	else	in	this	castle	except	for	Balbulus,	and	all	he
wants	is	for	me	to	give	him	gold	to	buy	more	pigments.”

“What	about	your	son?”
“He	doesn’t	like	me.”
Fenoglio	did	not	 reply,	 for	she	was	 right.	 Jacopo	didn’t	 like	anyone	except	his	sinister	grandfather,

and	no	one	liked	Jacopo,	either.	He	wasn’t	easy	to	like.
Night	came	in	from	outside,	and	the	hammering	of	the	smiths.	“Cosimo	is	planning	to	reinforce	the	city

walls,”	Violante	went	on.	“He’s	going	to	fell	every	tree	from	here	to	the	river.	They	say	Nettle	cursed	him
for	it.	They	say	she	said	she’d	go	to	the	White	Women	and	tell	them	to	fetch	him	back	again.”

“Don’t	worry.	The	White	Women	don’t	do	as	Nettle	says.”
“Are	you	sure?”	She	rubbed	her	sore	eyes.	“Brianna	is	supposed	to	read	to	me!	He	has	no	right	to	take

her	away.	I	want	you	to	write	to	her	mother.	Cosimo	has	all	my	letters	read,	but	you	can	ask	her	to	come.



He	trusts	you.	Write	and	tell	Brianna’s	mother	 that	Jacopo	wants	 to	play	with	her	son,	and	say	she’s	 to
bring	him	to	 the	castle	about	midday.	 I	know	she	used	 to	be	a	minstrel	woman,	but	 I’m	told	she	grows
herbs	now;	all	the	physicians	in	the	city	go	to	her.	I	have	some	very	rare	plants	in	my	garden.	Write	and
tell	her	she	can	take	anything	from	the	garden	that	she	likes:	seeds,	root	runners,	cuttings,	anything	at	all	if
only	she	will	come.”

Roxane.	She	wanted	Roxane	to	come	here.
“Why	do	you	want	to	talk	to	her	mother	and	not	Brianna	herself?	She’s	not	a	little	girl	anymore.”
“I	tried!	She	won’t	listen.	She	just	looks	at	me	in	silence,	murmurs	excuses	-	and	goes	back	to	him.

No,	I	have	to	speak	to	her	mother.”
Fenoglio	said	nothing.	From	all	he	knew	of	Roxane,	he	wasn’t	sure	that	she	would	come.	After	all,	he

himself	had	given	her	a	proud	nature	and	a	dislike	of	royal	blood.	On	the	other	hand	-	hadn’t	he	promised
Meggie	 to	 keep	 an	 eye	 on	 Dustfinger’s	 daughter?	 If	 he	 couldn’t	 keep	 any	 other	 promise,	 because	 his
words	had	 failed	him	so	pitifully,	perhaps	he	 should	at	 least	 try	with	 this	one…Heavens,	he	 thought.	 I
wouldn’t	like	to	be	anywhere	near	Dustfinger	when	he	hears	that	his	daughter	is	spending	her	nights	with
Cosimo!

“Very	well,	I’ll	send	Roxane	a	messenger,”	he	said.	“But	don’t	expect	too	much.	I’ve	heard	that	she
isn’t	particularly	happy	to	have	her	daughter	living	at	court.”

“I	know!”	Violante	rose	and	glanced	at	the	paper	waiting	on	his	desk.	“Are	you	writing	a	new	story?
Is	it	about	the	Bluejay?	You	must	show	it	to	me	first!”	For	a	moment	she	was	very	much	the	Adderhead’s
daughter.

“Of	course,	of	course,”	Fenoglio	hastily	assured	her.	“You’ll	get	it	before	even	the	strolling	players.
And	I’ll	write	it	the	way	you	like	a	story	best:	dark,	hopeless,	sinister…”	Cruel,	too,	he	added	silently.
For	Her	Ugliness	 loved	 stories	 full	 of	 darkness.	 She	 didn’t	want	 to	 be	 told	 tales	 of	 good	 fortune	 and
beauty,	 she	 liked	 to	 hear	 about	 death,	 ugly	 things,	 secrets	 heavy	with	 tears.	 She	wanted	 her	 very	 own
world,	and	it	had	never	heard	of	beauty	and	good	fortune.

She	was	still	gazing	at	him,	with	the	same	arrogant	look	that	her	father	turned	on	the	world.	Fenoglio
remembered	 the	 words	 he	 had	 once	 written	 about	 her	 kindred:	 Noble	 blood	 -	 for	 centuries	 the
Adderhead’s	 kin	 firmly	 believed	 that	 the	 blood	 flowing	 in	 their	 veins	 made	 them	 bolder,	 cleverer,
stronger	than	all	who	were	their	subjects.	The	same	look	in	their	eyes	for	hundreds	and	hundreds	of	years,
even	in	those	of	Her	Ugliness,	whom	her	noble	family	would	happily	have	drowned	at	birth	in	the	castle
moat,	like	a	puppy	born	deformed.

“The	servants	say	Brianna’s	mother	can	sing	even	better	than	she	does.	They	say	her	mother	knew	how
to	 make	 stones	 weep	 and	 roses	 blossom	 with	 her	 voice.”	 Violante	 patted	 her	 face,	 just	 where	 the
birthmark	had	been	such	a	fiery	red	only	a	short	time	ago.

“Yes,	I’ve	heard	much	the	same.”	Fenoglio	followed	her	to	the	door.
“They	 even	 say	 she	 sang	 in	 my	 father’s	 castle,	 but	 I	 don’t	 believe	 that.	 My	 father	 never	 let	 any

strolling	players	though	his	gate.	The	nearest	they	came	was	to	be	hanged	outside	it.”	Yes,	because	there
was	once	a	rumor	that	your	mother	betrayed	him	with	a	minstrel,	thought	Fenoglio	as	he	opened	the	door
for	her.

“Brianna	 says	 her	 mother	 doesn’t	 sing	 anymore	 because	 she	 believes	 her	 voice	 brings	 great
misfortune	to	everyone	she	loves.	It	seems	that	happened	to	Brianna’s	father.”

“I’ve	heard	that	story,	too.”
Violante	went	 out	 into	 the	 corridor.	 Even	 at	 close	 quarters	 her	 birthmark	was	 barely	 visible	 now.

“You’ll	send	the	messenger	to	her	tomorrow	morning?”
“If	that’s	what	you	want.”
She	looked	down	the	dark	corridor.	“Brianna	will	never	talk	about	her	father.	One	of	the	cooks	says

he	was	a	fire-eater.	The	way	that	cook	tells	the	story,	Brianna’s	mother	was	deeply	in	love	with	him,	but



then	one	of	the	fire-raisers	fell	in	love	with	her	himself	and	slashed	the	fire-eater’s	face.”
“Yes,	I’ve	heard	that	one	as	well!”	Fenoglio	looked	at	her	thoughtfully.	Dustfinger’s	bittersweet	story

was	certainly	very	much	to	Violante’s	taste.
“She	took	him	to	a	physician,	the	cook	says,	and	stayed	with	him	until	his	face	was	healed.”	How	far

away	her	voice	sounded,	as	if	she	had	lost	herself	among	the	words.	Fenoglio’s	words.	“But	he	left	her	all
the	same.”	Violante	turned	her	face	away.	“Write	that	letter!”	she	said	abruptly.	“Write	it	tonight.”	Then
she	 hurried	 away	 in	 her	 black	 dress,	 in	 such	 haste	 that	 it	 looked	 as	 if	 she	were	 suddenly	 ashamed	 of
coming	to	see	him.

“Rosenquartz,”	said	Fenoglio,	closing	the	door	behind	her.	“Do	you	think	I’m	only	any	good	at	making
up	characters	who	are	sad	or	bad?”

But	the	glass	man	was	still	asleep	beside	the	quill,	from	which	ink	dripped	onto	the	empty	sheet	of
parchment.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
47	ROXANE

My	mistress’	eyes	are	nothing	like	the	sun;	Coral	is	far	more	red	than	her	lips’	red.	If	snow	be	white,
why	then	her	breasts	are	dun;	If	hairs	be	wires,	black	wires	grow	on	her	head.

William	Shakespeare,	Sonnets,	No.	130
Fenoglio	waited	for	Roxane	in	a	room	in	the	castle	where	petitioners	were	usually	received,	ordinary

folk	who	came	here	to	tell	Cosimo’s	administrators	their	troubles	while	a	scribe	recorded	their	words	on
paper	(parchment	being	far	too	valuable	for	such	purposes).	Then	they	were	sent	away	hoping	that	their
prince	would	put	his	mind	to	 their	concerns	sometime.	But	under	 the	Laughing	Prince	that	had	not	been
very	 often,	 except	 at	 Violante’s	 persuasion,	 so	 his	 subjects	 had	 usually	 settled	 their	 quarrels	 among
themselves,	 with	 or	 without	 violence,	 depending	 on	 their	 temperament	 and	 their	 influence	 in	 the
community.	It	was	hoped	that	Cosimo	would	change	all	that	soon…

“What	 am	 I	 doing	here?”	murmured	Fenoglio,	 looking	 around	 the	high-ceilinged,	 narrow	 room.	He
had	still	been	in	bed	(in	much	more	comfort	than	at	Minerva’s	house)	when	Her	Ugliness’s	messenger	had
appeared.	Violante	sent	her	apologies,	said	the	man,	and	since	he	was	better	with	words	than	anyone	else
she	knew,	she	asked	him	to	talk	to	Roxane	on	her	behalf.	That	was	how	the	powerful	acted	-	offloading
the	less	pleasant	tasks	in	life	onto	other	people.	But	on	the	other	hand	…	he	had	always	hoped	to	meet
Dustfinger’s	wife	someday.	Was	she	really	as	beautiful	as	his	description	of	her?

With	a	 sigh,	he	dropped	 into	 the	armchair	generally	used	by	one	of	Cosimo’s	administrators.	Since
Cosimo’s	 return,	 so	many	petitioners	 had	 flocked	 to	 the	 castle	 that	 in	 the	 future	 they	were	 going	 to	 be
allowed	to	come	and	put	their	cases	on	only	two	days	of	the	week.	Their	prince	had	weightier	matters	on
his	mind	 just	now	 than	 the	 troubles	of	a	 farmer	whose	neighbor	had	stolen	his	pig,	a	cobbler	who	had
bought	poor	quality	leather	from	a	dealer,	or	a	seamstress	whose	husband	beat	her	every	night	when	he
came	home	drunk.	Of	course,	there	was	a	judge	in	every	town	of	any	size	to	settle	such	quarrels,	but	most
of	them	had	a	poor	reputation.	Folk	said,	on	both	sides	of	the	Wayless	Wood,	that	you’d	get	your	rights
only	if	you	filled	the	judges’	pockets	with	gold.	So	those	who	had	no	gold	went	up	to	the	castle	to	appeal
to	their	angel-faced	prince,	without	realizing	that	he	had	more	than	enough	to	do	preparing	for	his	war.

When	Roxane	entered	the	room	she	had	two	children	with	her:	a	girl	of	about	five	and	an	older	boy,
probably	Brianna’s	brother,	Jehan	-	the	lad	who	had	the	dubious	honor	of	playing	with	Jacopo	now	and
then.	She	frowned	as	she	scrutinized	the	tapestries	on	the	walls	celebrating	the	Laughing	Prince’s	exploits
in	his	youth.	Unicorns,	dragons,	White	Stags	…	Clearly	nothing	had	been	safe	from	his	royal	spear.

“Why	don’t	we	just	go	into	the	garden?”	suggested	Fenoglio,	noticing	her	expression	of	disapproval
and	quickly	rising	from	the	princely	chair.	If	anything,	she	was	even	more	beautiful	than	his	description	of
her.	But	after	all,	he	had	sought	the	most	wonderful	of	words	for	her	when	he	wrote	the	scene	in	Inkheart
where	Dustfinger	saw	her	for	the	first	time.	Yet	all	at	once,	now	that	she	so	suddenly	stood	before	him	in
the	flesh,	he	felt	as	lovelorn	as	a	silly	boy.	Oh,	for	goodness’	sake,	Fenoglio!	he	reproached	himself.	You
made	her	up,	 and	now	you’re	 staring	at	her	 as	 if	 this	was	 the	 first	 time	 in	your	 life	you’d	ever	 seen	a
woman!	Worst	of	all,	Roxane	seemed	to	notice	it.

“Yes,	let’s	go	into	the	garden!	I’ve	heard	a	great	deal	about	it,	but	I’ve	never	seen	it,”	she	said	with	a
smile	that	cast	Fenoglio	into	total	confusion.	“But	first,	please	tell	me	why	you	want	to	speak	to	me.	Your
letter	said	only	that	it	was	about	Brianna.”

Why	he	wanted	 to	 speak	 to	her?	Huh!	He	cursed	Violante’s	 jealousy,	Cosimo’s	 faithless	heart,	 and



himself,	 too.	 “Let’s	 go	 into	 the	 garden	 first,”	 he	 said.	Perhaps	 it	would	be	 easier	 to	 tell	 her	what	Her
Ugliness	had	instructed	him	to	say	in	the	open	air.

But	of	course	it	was	not.
The	boy	set	off	 in	 search	of	 Jacopo	as	 soon	as	 they	were	outside,	but	 the	girl	 stayed	with	Roxane,

clinging	to	her	hand	as	she	went	from	plant	to	plant	-	and	Fenoglio	found	he	couldn’t	utter	a	word.
“I	know	why	I	was	summoned,”	said	Roxane,	just	as	he	was	trying	for	the	tenth	time	to	find	the	right

words.	“Brianna	didn’t	tell	me	herself,	she’d	never	do	that.	But	the	maid	who	takes	Cosimo	his	breakfast
every	morning	often	comes	to	me	for	advice	about	her	sick	mother,	and	she’s	told	me	that	Brianna	seldom
leaves	his	room.	Not	even	at	night.”

“Yes.	Yes,	that’s	it	…	Violante	is	concerned.	And	she	hopes	that	you	…”	Oh,	damn	it,	how	his	voice
was	 faltering!	He	didn’t	know	how	 to	go	on.	This	wretched	confusion.	His	 story	clearly	had	 too	many
characters	 in	 it.	 How	 was	 he	 to	 foresee	 everything	 they’d	 think	 of?	 It	 was	 downright	 impossible,
particularly	when	 a	 young	 girl’s	 heart	was	 involved.	No	 one	 could	 expect	 him	 to	 understand	 anything
about	that.

Roxane	scrutinized	his	 face	as	 if	 she	were	 still	waiting	 for	 the	end	of	his	 sentence.	You	stupid	old
fool,	surely	you’re	not	going	to	blush,	Fenoglio	thought	-	and	felt	the	blood	shoot	into	his	wrinkled	face	as
if	to	drive	age	out	of	it.

“The	boy	has	told	me	about	you,”	said	Roxane.	“Farid.	He’s	in	love	with	the	girl	who’s	staying	with
you	-	Meggie,	isn’t	that	right?	When	he	speaks	her	name	he	looks	as	if	he	had	a	pearl	in	his	mouth.”

“Yes,	I’m	beginning	to	think	that	Meggie	likes	him,	too.”
What	exactly,	wondered	Fenoglio	uneasily,	has	the	boy	been	saying	about	me?	Telling	her	I	made	her

up,	and	the	man	she	loves,	too	-	only	to	kill	him	off	again?
The	 little	girl	was	still	clutching	Roxane’s	hand.	With	a	smile,	she	put	a	 flower	 in	 the	child’s	 long,

dark	 hair.	You	know	 something,	Fenoglio?	 he	 thought.	All	 this	 is	 nonsense!	What	makes	 you	 think	you
invented	her?	She	must	always	have	been	here,	long	before	you	wrote	your	story.	A	woman	like	her	can’t
possibly	be	made	of	nothing	but	words!	You’ve	been	wrong	all	this	time!	They	were	here	already,	all	of
them:	Dustfinger	and	Capricorn,	Basta	and	Roxane,	Minerva,	Violante,	the	Adderhead…you	merely	wrote
their	story,	but	they	didn’t	like	it,	and	now	they’re	writing	it	for	themselves.

The	little	girl	felt	the	flower	with	her	fingers	and	smiled.
“Is	she	Dustfinger’s	daughter?”	asked	Fenoglio.
Roxane	looked	at	him	in	surprise.	“No,”	she	said.	“Our	second	daughter	died	long	ago.	But	how	do

you	come	to	know	Dustfinger?	He’s	never	mentioned	you	to	me.”
You	fool,	Fenoglio,	you	stupid	fool.
“Oh,	 I	 certainly	 know	Dustfinger!”	 he	 stammered.	 “In	 fact,	 I	 know	him	very	well.	 I	 often	 visit	 the

strolling	players,	you	see,	when	they	pitch	their	tents	here	outside	the	city	wall.	That’s	where	-	er	-	where
I	met	him.”

“Really?”	Roxane	ran	her	 fingers	over	a	plant	with	feathery	 leaves.	“I	didn’t	know	he’d	been	back
there	already.”	Her	face	thoughtful,	she	moved	on	to	another	flower	bed.	“Wild	mallow.	I	grow	it	in	my
own	fields.	Isn’t	it	beautiful?	So	useful,	too.	…”	She	did	not	look	at	Fenoglio	as	she	went	on.	“Dustfinger
has	gone.	Yet	again.	All	I	had	was	a	message	to	say	he’s	following	men	of	the	Adderhead’s	troops	who
have	kidnapped	some	of	the	strolling	players.	Her	mother,”	she	added,	putting	her	arm	around	the	girl,	“is
one	of	them.	And	the	Black	Prince,	a	good	friend	of	his.”

They’d	 captured	 the	 Prince,	 too?	 Fenoglio	 tried	 to	 hide	 his	 alarm.	 Obviously,	 matters	 were	 even
worse	than	he’d	thought	-	and	what	he	was	writing	down	on	parchment	was	still	no	use.

Roxane	felt	the	seed	heads	of	a	lavender	bush.	Their	sweet	scent	immediately	filled	the	air.	“I’m	told
that	 you	were	 there	when	Cloud-Dancer	was	 killed.	 Did	 you	 know	 his	murderer?	 I	 heard	 that	 it	 was
Basta,	one	of	the	fire-raisers	from	the	forest.”



“I’m	afraid	what	you	heard	was	right.”	Not	a	night	passed	when	Fenoglio	did	not	see	Basta’s	knife
flying	through	the	air.	It	pursued	him	into	all	his	dreams.

“The	boy	told	Dustfinger	that	Basta	was	back.	But	I	hoped	he	wasn’t	telling	the	truth.	I’m	anxious”	-
she	spoke	so	softly	that	Fenoglio	could	hardly	make	out	her	words	-	“so	anxious	that	I	keep	finding	myself
just	standing	and	staring	at	the	forest,	as	if	he	might	appear	among	the	trees	again	at	any	moment,	the	way
he	did	on	the	morning	he	came	back.”	She	picked	a	dried	lavender	head	and	shook	some	of	the	tiny	seeds
into	her	hand.	“May	I	take	these	with	me?”

“You	can	take	anything	you	want,”	replied	Fenoglio.	“Seeds,	runners,	cuttings,	so	Violante	told	me	to
tell	you	-	anything,	if	you’ll	persuade	your	daughter	to	keep	Violante	herself	company	in	the	future	and	not
her	husband.”

Roxane	looked	at	the	seeds	in	her	hand	and	then	let	a	few	of	them	fall	 lightly	to	the	flower	bed.	“It
won’t	work.	My	daughter	hasn’t	listened	to	me	for	years.	She	loves	the	life	up	here,	although	she	knows
that	 I	 don’t,	 and	 she’s	 loved	 Cosimo	 ever	 since	 she	 first	 saw	 him	 ride	 out	 of	 the	 castle	 gate	 on	 his
wedding	‘day.	She	was	barely	seven	then,	and	after	that	her	heart	was	set	on	coming	here	to	the	castle,
even	if	it	meant	working	as	a	maid.	If	Violante	hadn’t	once	heard	her	singing	down	in	the	kitchen	she’d
probably	 still	 be	 emptying	 chamber	 pots,	 feeding	 kitchen	 scraps	 to	 the	 pigs,	 and	 sometimes	 stealing
upstairs	 in	 secret	 to	 feast	 her	 eyes	 on	 the	 statues	 of	Cosimo.	 Instead,	 she	 became	 like	Violante’s	 little
sister…wore	her	clothes,	looked	after	her	son,	sang	and	danced	for	her	like	one	of	the	strolling	players,
like	her	own	mother.	Not	with	Motley	skirts	and	dirty	feet,	not	sleeping	by	the	roadside	and	carrying	a
knife	to	defend	herself	against	vagrants	trying	to	creep	in	under	her	blanket	by	night,	but	in	silken	clothes
and	with	a	soft	bed	to	sleep	in.	She	wears	her	hair	 loose,	all	 the	same,	just	as	I	did,	and	she	loves	too
much,	exactly	as	I	did.	No,”	she	said,	placing	the	seeds	in	Fenoglio’s	hand.	“Tell	Violante	that	much	as	I
would	like	to	help	her,	I	can’t.”

The	little	girl	looked	at	Fenoglio.	Where	was	her	mother	now?
“Listen,”	he	told	Roxane.	Her	beauty	took	his	breath	away.	“Take	as	many	seeds	as	you	like.	They’ll

grow	 and	 thrive	 in	 your	 fields	much	 better	 than	within	 these	 gray	walls.	Dustfinger	 has	 gone	 off	with
Meggie.	I	sent	her	a	messenger.	As	soon	as	the	man	is	back	you’ll	hear	everything	he	has	to	tell:	where
they	are	now,	how	long	they’ll	stay	away,	everything!”

Roxane	 took	 the	 lavender	from	him	again,	picked	a	handful	more,	and	carefully	put	 them	in	 the	bag
hanging	from	her	belt.	“Thank	you,”	she	said.	“But	if	I	don’t	hear	from	Dustfinger	soon	I	shall	set	off	in
search	of	him	myself.	I’ve	stayed	here	too	often	just	waiting	for	him	to	come	back	safe	and	sound,	and	I
can’t	get	it	out	of	my	mind	that	Basta	is	back!”

“But	how	will	you	find	him?	The	last	news	I	heard	from	Meggie	was	that	they	were	making	for	a	mill
known	as	the	Spelt-Mill.	It’s	on	the	far	side	of	the	forest	in	Argenta.	That’s	dangerous	country!”

Roxane	smiled	at	him,	 like	a	woman	explaining	 the	way	of	 the	world	 to	her	child.	“It	will	soon	be
dangerous	here,	 too,”	 she	said.	“Do	you	 think	 the	Adderhead	won’t	have	heard	by	now	 that	Cosimo	 is
having	swords	 forged	day	and	night?	Perhaps	you	should	 look	around	 for	 some	other	place	 to	do	your
writing,	before	the	fiery	arrows	come	raining	down	on	your	desk.”

Roxane’s	mount	was	waiting	in	the	Outer	Courtyard	of	the	castle.	It	was	an	old	black	horse,	thin	and
going	gray	around	 the	muzzle.	“I	know	 the	Spelt-Mill,”	 she	said,	 lifting	 the	 little	girl	up	on	 the	horse’s
back.	“I’ll	ride	past	it,	and	if	I	don’t	find	them	there	I’ll	try	the	Barn	Owl’s	place.	He’s	the	best	physician
I	know	on	either	side	of	the	forest,	and	he	looked	after	Dustfinger	as	a	boy.	Perhaps	he	may	have	heard
news	of	him.”

Of	course,	 the	Barn	Owl!	How	could	Fenoglio	have	 forgotten	him?	If	Dustfinger	ever	had	anything
like	 a	 father,	 it	 was	 this	man.	He	 had	 been	 one	 of	 the	 physicians	who	went	 around	with	 the	 strolling
players	from	place	to	place,	from	market	to	market.	Unfortunately,	Fenoglio	didn’t	know	much	more	about
him.	Damn	 it	 all,	 he	 thought,	 how	can	you	 forget	 your	 own	 stories?	And	don’t	 try	making	your	 age	 an



excuse.
“If	you	see	Jehan,	send	him	home,”	said	Roxane,	as	she	swung	herself	up	behind	the	girl	on	the	horse.

“He	knows	the	way.”
“Are	you	planning	to	ride	through	the	Wayless	Wood	on	that	old	nag?”
“This	old	nag	will	still	carry	me	as	far	as	I	want,”	she	said.	The	girl	 leaned	back	against	Roxane’s

breast	as	she	gathered	up	the	reins.	“Good-bye,”	she	said,	but	Fenoglio	held	the	horse	back	by	the	bridle.
An	idea	had	come	to	him,	an	idea	born	of	desperation,	but	what	else	could	he	do?	Wait	for	the	mounted
messenger	he	had	sent,	until	it	was	too	late?

“Roxane,”	he	said,	low-voiced,	as	he	looked	up	at	her,	“I	have	to	get	a	letter	to	Meggie.	I’ve	sent	a
horseman	after	her	to	tell	me	where	she	is	and	whether	she’s	well,	but	he	isn’t	back	yet,	and	by	the	time
I’ve	 sent	 him	 off	 again	with	 the	 letter…(Don’t	 tell	 her	 anything	 about	 Basta	 and	 Slasher,	 Fenoglio,	 it
would	 only	 upset	 her	 unnecessarily!)	…	well,	what	 I’m	getting	 at	 is	…	 (For	 heaven’s	 sake,	Fenoglio,
don’t	stare	at	her	 like	that,	stammering	like	an	old	dotard!)…what	I	mean	is,	 if	you	really	do	ride	after
Dustfinger,	 would	 you	 take	 my	 letter	 to	 Meggie	 with	 you?	 You’d	 probably	 find	 her	 sooner	 than	 any
messenger	I	could	send	now.”

“What	kind	of	a	letter?”	an	inner	voice	mocked	him.	“A	letter	telling	her	that	nothing	has	occurred	to
you?”

But	as	usual,	he	ignored	the	voice.	“It’s	a	very	important	letter!”	If	he	could	have	spoken	even	more
softly	he	would	have	done	so.

Roxane	wrinkled	her	brow.	Even	that	was	a	beautiful	sight.	“The	last	time	you	had	anything	to	do	with
a	letter,	it	cost	Cloud-Dancer	his	life.	Still,	very	well,	bring	it	to	me	if	you	like.	As	I	said,	I’m	not	going	to
wait	much	longer.”

The	 castle	 courtyard	 seemed	 strangely	 empty	 to	 Fenoglio	 when	 she	 had	 gone.	 Rosenquartz	 was
waiting	 in	 his	 room	 beside	 the	 parchment,	 which	 was	 still	 blank,	 looking	 reproachful.	 “You	 know
something,	Rosenquartz?”	Fenoglio	said	to	the	glass	man,	sitting	down	on	his	chair	again	with	a	sigh.	“I
think	Dustfinger	would	wring	my	old	neck	if	he	knew	how	I	gazed	at	his	wife.	But	what	does	that	matter	-
he’d	 like	 to	wring	my	neck	anyway,	one	 reason	more	or	 less	makes	no	difference.	He	doesn’t	deserve
Roxane,	anyway,	leaving	her	alone	so	often!”

“Someone’s	in	a	truly	princely	temper	again!”	remarked	Rosenquartz.
“Be	quiet!”	growled	Fenoglio.	“This	parchment	is	about	to	be	covered	with	words.	And	I	just	hope

you’ve	stirred	the	ink	properly!”
“The	ink’s	not	to	blame	if	the	parchment	is	still	blank!”	retorted	the	glass	man.
Fenoglio	didn’t	throw	the	pen	at	him,	although	his	fingers	itched	to	do	so.	The	words	that	had	passed

Rosenquartz’s	pale	lips	were	only	the	truth.	How	could	the	glass	man	help	it	if	the	truth	was	unpleasant?



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
48	THE	CASTLE	BY	THE	SEA

It	was	a	page	he	had
Found	in	the	handbook
Of	heartbreak.
Wallace	Stevens,	“Madame	la	Fleurie,”	Collected	Poems
It	 was	 exactly	 as	 Mo	 had	 imagined	 the	 Castle	 of	 Night:	 mighty	 towers,	 round	 and	 heavily	 built,

crenellations	 like	 black	 teeth	 below	 the	 silver	 rooftops.	Mo	 thought	 he	 was	 seeing	 Fenoglio’s	 words
before	his	 eyes	when	 the	exhausted	captives	 staggered	 through	 the	castle	gateway	ahead	of	him.	Black
words	on	paper	white	as	milk:	The	Castle	of	Night,	a	dark	growth	by	the	sea,	every	stone	of	it	polished
with	 screams,	 its	 walls	 slippery	 with	 tears	 and	 blood.	 Yes,	 Fenoglio	 was	 a	 good	 storyteller.	 Silver
rimmed	the	battlements	and	gateways	and	wound	over	 the	walls	 like	snail	 trails.	The	Adderhead	loved
that	metal;	his	subjects	called	it	moonspit,	perhaps	because	an	alchemist	had	once	spun	him	a	tale	that	it
could	keep	away	the	White	Women,	who	hated	it	because	it	reflected	their	pale	faces.	Or	so	Fenoglio	had
written,	anyway.	Of	all	places	in	the	Inkworld,	this	was	the	last	where	Mo	would	have	chosen	to	be.	But
he	wasn’t	choosing	his	own	way	through	this	story,	that	much	was	certain.	It	had	even	given	him	a	new
name	-	the	Bluejay.	Sometimes	he	felt	as	if	the	name	were	really	his.	As	if	he	had	been	carrying	it	around
in	him	like	a	seed	that	only	now	had	begun	to	grow	in	this	world	of	words.

He	was	feeling	better.	The	fever	was	still	 there,	 like	opaque	glass	 in	front	of	his	eyes,	but	 the	pain
was	a	tame	kitten	by	comparison	with	the	beast	of	prey	that	had	still	been	tearing	at	him	in	the	cave.	He
could	sit	up	if	he	gritted	his	teeth,	he	could	look	around	to	find	Resa.	He	seldom	took	his	eyes	off	her,	as
if,	in	that	way,	he	could	protect	her	from	the	glances	of	the	soldiers,	their	kicks	and	blows.	The	sight	of
her	hurt	more	than	his	wound.	By	the	time	the	gates	of	the	Castle	of	Night	closed	behind	her	and	the	other
prisoners,	 she	could	barely	keep	on	her	 feet	 for	 exhaustion.	She	 stood	 still	 and	 looked	up	at	 the	walls
surrounding	her,	like	a	mouse	examining	the	trap	it	has	fallen	into.	One	of	the	soldiers	pushed	her	on	with
the	shaft	of	his	spear,	and	Mo	longed	to	put	his	hands	around	the	man’s	neck	and	press	hard.	He	tasted	the
hatred	on	his	tongue	and	in	his	heart	like	a	shivering	sensation,	and	cursed	his	own	weakness.

Resa	looked	at	him	and	tried	to	smile,	but	she	was	too	exhausted,	and	he	saw	her	fear.	The	soldiers
reined	 in	 their	horses	and	surrounded	 the	prisoners,	as	 if	 they	could	possibly	have	escaped	 from	 those
steeply	towering	walls.	The	vipers’	heads	supporting	the	roofs	and	ledges	left	no	one	in	any	doubt	who
the	 lord	of	 this	castle	was.	They	 looked	down	on	 the	forlorn	 little	 troop	from	everywhere,	with	forked
tongues	 in	 their	 narrow	 mouths,	 eyes	 of	 red	 gemstone,	 silver	 scales	 shimmering	 like	 fish	 skin	 in	 the
moonlight.

“Put	 the	 Bluejay	 in	 the	 tower!”	 Firefox’s	 voice	was	 almost	 lost	 in	 the	 huge	 expanse	 of	 the	 castle
courtyard.	 “And	 take	 the	 others	 to	 the	 dungeons.”	 So	 they	were	 going	 to	 be	 separated.	Mo	 saw	Resa,
moving	painfully	on	her	sore	 feet,	 turn	 to	Firefox.	One	of	 the	mounted	men	kicked	her	back	so	 roughly
with	his	boot	that	she	fell	to	the	ground.	And	Mo	felt	a	dragging	sensation	in	his	breast,	as	if	his	hatred
had	given	birth	to	something,	something	that	wanted	to	kill.	A	new	heart,	cold	and	hard.

A.weapon.	If	only	he	had	a	weapon,	one	of	the	ugly	swords	they	all	wore	at	their	belts,	or	one	of	those
sharp,	shiny	knives.	There	seemed	to	be	nothing	more	desirable	in	the	world	than	such	a	sharp	piece	of
metal	-	more	desirable	than	all	the	words	Fenoglio	could	write.	They	hauled	him	off	the	cart.	He	could
hardly	keep	his	footing,	but	somehow	or	other	he	stood	upright.	Four	soldiers	surrounded	him	and	seized



him,	and	he	imagined	himself	killing	them	one	by	one.	While	that	new,	cold	heart	in	his	breast	beat	time.
“Hey,	go	a	bit	more	carefully	with	him,	will	you?”	Firefox	snapped	at	them.	“You	think	I	brought	him

this	whole	damn	way	just	for	you	fools	to	kill	him	now?”
Resa	was	 crying.	Mo	 heard	 her	 call	 his	 name	 again	 and	 again.	He	 turned,	 but	 he	 couldn’t	 see	 her

anywhere,	he	only	heard	her	voice.	He	called	her	name,	tried	to	break	free,	kicked	out	at	the	soldiers	who
were	dragging	him	away	toward	one	of	the	towers.

“You	 just	 try	 that	 again!”	 snarled	 one	 of	 them.	 “What’s	 biting	 you,	 then?	 You	 two	 will	 soon	 be
reunited.	The	Adderhead	likes	wives	to	watch	an	execution.”

“That’s	 right,	he	can’t	get	enough	of	 their	weeping	and	wailing,”	mocked	another	man.	“You’ll	see,
he’ll	keep	her	alive	a	little	longer	just	for	that.	And	you’ll	get	a	magnificent	execution,	Bluejay,	you	mark
my	words.”

Bluejay.	A	new	name.	A	new	heart.	Like	ice	in	his	breast,	with	edges	as	sharp	as	a	blade.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
49	The	Mill

“We	rode	and	rode	and	nothing	happened.	Wherever	we	went,	 it	was	calm,	peaceful,	and	beautiful.
You	could	call	it	a	quiet	evening	in	the	mountains,	I	thought,	if	that	hadn’t	been	so	wrong.”

Astrid	Lindgren,	The	Brothers	Lionheart
It	 took	Dustfinger	over	 three	days	 to	 reach	 the	Spelt-Mill	with	Meggie	and	Farid.	Three	 long,	gray

days	during	which	Meggie	hardly	spoke	a	word,	although	Farid	did	his	best	to	cheer	her	up.	Most	of	the
time	it	was	raining,	a	fine	drizzle,	and	soon	none	of	them	could	remember	what	it	felt	like	to	sleep	in	dry
clothes.	Only	when,	at	last,	the	dark	valley	where	the	mill	stood	opened	out	before	them,	did	the	sun	break
through	the	clouds.	Low	in	the	sky	above	the	hills,	it	shed	golden	light	on	the	river	and	the	shingle	roofs.
There	wasn’t	another	dwelling	to	be	seen	far	and	wide	-	only	the	miller’s	house,	a	few	outhouses,	and	the
mill	 itself,	with	 its	great	wooden	wheel	dipping	deep	 into	 the	water.	Willows,	poplars,	and	eucalyptus
bushes	lined	the	bank	of	the	river	on	which	it	stood,	together	with	alders	and	wild	pear	trees.	There	was	a
cart	standing	at	the	foot	of	the	steps	leading	into	the	mill.	A	broad-shouldered	man,	dusty	with	flour,	was
just	loading	it	up	with	sacks.	There	was	no	one	else	in	sight	except	a	boy	who,	on	seeing	them	approach,
ran	over	to	the	house.	All	looked	peaceful	-	peaceful	and	quiet,	apart	from	the	rushing	of	the	water,	which
drowned	out	even	the	chirping	of	the	cicadas.

“You’ll	see!”	Farid	whispered	to	Meggie.	“Fenoglio’s	written	something.	I’m	sure	he	has.	Or	if	not,
we’ll	just	wait	until	-“

“We’ll	do	no	such	thing,”	Dustfinger	brusquely	 interrupted	him,	 looking	distrustfully	around.	“We’ll
ask	about	the	letter	and	then	go	on.	Many	people	come	to	this	mill,	and	after	what	happened	on	the	road
the	first	of	the	soldiers	will	soon	be	putting	in	an	appearance.	If	it	was	up	to	me,	we	wouldn’t	show	our
faces	here	until	everything	had	calmed	down	a	bit,	but	if	you	must…”

“Suppose	the	letter	hasn’t	come	yet?”	Meggie	looked	at	him	with	anxiety	in	her	face.	“When	I	wrote	to
Fenoglio	I	told	him	I’d	wait	for	it	here!”

“Yes,	and	I	don’t	remember	saying	you	could	write	to	him	at	all,	did	I?”
Meggie	 made	 no	 answer,	 and	 Dustfinger	 glanced	 at	 the	 mill	 again.	 “I	 just	 hope	 Cloud-Dancer

delivered	the	letter	safely,	and	the	old	man	hasn’t	been	showing	it	around.	I	don’t	have	to	tell	you	what
damage	the	words	on	a	page	can	do.”

He	looked	around	for	 the	 last	 time	before	moving	out	of	 the	cover	of	 the	 trees.	Then	he	signaled	to
Farid	and	Meggie	to	follow	him	and	strode	toward	the	buildings.	The	boy	who	had	run	to	the	house	was
sitting	on	the	steps	outside	the	door	of	the	mill	again,	and	a	few	chickens	ran	away,	squawking,	as	Gwin
shot	toward	them.

“Farid,	catch	that	damn	marten!”	ordered	Dustfinger,	as	he	whistled	Jink	to	his	side,	but	Gwin	hissed
at	 Farid.	 He	 didn’t	 bite	 him	 (he	 never	 bit	 Farid),	 but	 he	 wasn’t	 letting	 himself	 be	 caught,	 either.	 He
slipped	through	Farid’s	legs	and	bounded	after	one	of	the	chickens.	Cackling,	it	fluttered	up	the	steps	of
the	mill,	but	the	marten	wasn’t	to	be	shaken	off	that	way.	He	shot	past	the	boy,	who	was	still	sitting	on	the
steps	apparently	 taking	no	 interest	 in	anything,	and	disappeared	 through	 the	open	door	 in	pursuit	of	 the
chicken.	A	moment	later	the	cackling	stopped	abruptly	-	and	Meggie	glanced	anxiously	at	Dustfinger.

“Oh,	wonderful!”	he	murmured,	making	Jink	jump	back	into	his	backpack.	“A	marten	in	the	flour	and	a
dead	chicken,	that’s	going	to	make	us	very	popular	here!	Speak	of	the	devil…”

The	man	loading	up	the	cart	wiped	his	floury	hands	on	his	trousers	and	came	toward	them.



“Excuse	 me,	 please!”	 Dustfinger	 called	 to	 him.	 “Where’s	 the	 miller?	 I’ll	 pay	 for	 the	 chicken,	 of
course.	But	we’re	really	here	to	collect	something.	A	letter.”

The	man	stopped	in	front	of	them.	He	was	a	full	head	taller	than	Dustfinger.	“I’m	the	miller	now,”	he
said.	“My	father’s	dead.	A	letter,	you	say?”	He	inspected	them	one	by	one.	His	eyes	lingered	longest	on
Dustfinger’s	face.

“Yes,	a	letter	from	Ombra,”	replied	Dustfinger,	glancing	up	at	the	mill.	“Why	isn’t	it	grinding?	Don’t
the	farmers	bring	you	their	grain	anymore,	or	have	you	run	out	of	miller’s	men?”

The	miller	 shrugged.	“Someone	brought	us	damp	spelt	 to	grind	yesterday.	The	bran	gummed	up	 the
millstones.	My	man	spent	hours	cleaning	them.	What	kind	of	letter	is	it?	And	who’s	it	to?	Don’t	you	have
a	name?”

Dustfinger	looked	at	him	thoughtfully.	“So	is	there	a	letter	here?”
“It’s	for	me,”	said	Meggie,	stepping	forward	beside	him.	“Meggie	Folchart.	That’s	my	name.”
The	miller	inspected	her	at	length	-	her	dirty	dress,	her	matted	hair	-	and	then	he	nodded.	“Yes,	I	have

it	inside,”	he	said.	“I’m	only	asking	because	a	letter	can	be	dangerous	in	the	wrong	hands,	can’t	it?	Go	on
in,	I’ll	just	load	up	this	last	sack.”

“Fill	 the	 water	 bottles,”	 Dustfinger	 whispered	 to	 Farid,	 slinging	 his	 backpack	 over	 the	 boy’s
shoulders.	“I’ll	catch	that	damn	marten,	pay	for	the	chicken,	and	as	soon	as	Meggie	has	the	letter	we’ll	be
off	out	of	here.”

Before	Farid	could	protest,	he	had	disappeared	into	the	mill.	With	Meggie.	The	boy	passed	his	arm
over	his	dirty	face	and	watched	them	go.

“Fill	the	water	bottles!”	muttered	Farid	as	he	climbed	down	the	bank	to	the	river.	“Catch	the	marten!
Does	he	think	I’m	his	servant?”	The	mill	boy	was	still	sitting	on	the	steps	as	Farid	stood	in	the	cold	river,
holding	their	gourds	under	water.	There	was	something	about	that	boy	that	he	didn’t	like.	Something	in	his
face.	Fear.	Yes,	 that	was	it.	He	was	afraid.	What	of?	It’s	hardly	likely	to	be	me,	 thought	Farid,	 looking
around.	Something	was	wrong,	 he	 could	 smell	 it.	He’d	 always	been	 able	 to	 smell	 it,	 even	back	 in	his
other	life	when	he	had	to	stand	guard,	spy	out	the	land,	follow	people	unseen,	go	scouting	ahead	-	oh	yes,
he	knew	what	danger	smelled	like.	He	put	the	water	bottles	in	the	backpack	with	Jink	and	scratched	the
sleepy	marten’s	head.

He	didn’t	see	the	body	until	he	was	about	to	wade	back	to	the	bank.	The	dead	man	was	still	young,
and	Farid	had	a	feeling	that	he’d	seen	his	face	before.	Hadn’t	the	man	thrown	a	copper	coin	into	his	bowl
in	Ombra,	during	the	celebrations	at	the	castle?	The	body	was	caught	in	the	branches	bending	low	above
the	water,	but	the	wound	in	its	chest	was	clearly	visible.	A	knife.	Farid’s	heart	began	to	race	so	suddenly
that	 he	 could	 hardly	 breathe.	 He	 looked	 at	 the	mill.	 The	 boy	 sitting	 outside	 it	 was	 clutching	 his	 own
shoulders	as	if	he	feared	he	might	fall	apart	with	terror.	But	the	miller	had	disappeared.

No	 sound	 could	 be	 heard	 from	 the	 mill,	 but	 that	 meant	 nothing.	 The	 rushing	 water	 would	 have
drowned	out	everything	-	screams,	the	clash	of	swords…

Come	on,	Farid,	he	told	himself	sharply.	Slink	up	there	and	find	out	what’s	going	on.	You’ve	done	it	a
hundred	times	-	no,	even	more	often.	Ducking	low,	he	waded	through	the	river	and	climbed	up	onto	the
bank	behind	the	mill	wheel.	His	heart	was	in	his	mouth	as	he	leaned	against	the	wall	of	the	mill,	but	that
was	nothing	new,	either.	A	thousand	times	or	more	he	had	slunk	up	to	a	building,	a	window,	a	closed	door,
with	his	heart	beating	hard.	He	 leaned	Dustfinger’s	backpack	with	 the	 sleeping	marten	 in	 it	 against	 the
wall.

Gwin.	Gwin	had	run	inside	the	mill.	And	Dustfinger	had	gone	after	him.	That	wasn’t	good.	Not	good
at	all.	Meggie	was	with	him,	too.	Farid	looked	up	at	the	mill.	The	nearest	window	was	a	good	way	above
his	head,	but	luckily	the	wall	was	rough-textured.	“Keep	silent	as	a	snake,”	he	whispered	to	himself	as	he
hauled	himself	up.	The	windowsill	was	white	with	flour	dust.	Holding	his	breath,	Farid	peered	in.	The
first	thing	he	saw	was	a	pudgy	fellow	with	a	foolish	face,	probably	the	miller’s	man.	Farid	had	never	seen



the	other	man	beside	him	before,	but	unfortunately	he	couldn’t	say	the	same	of	his	companion.
Basta.	 The	 same	 thin	 face,	 the	 same	 vicious	 smile.	Only	 the	 clothes	were	 different.	 Basta	was	 no

longer	wearing	his	white	shirt	and	black	suit	with	the	flower	in	his	buttonhole.	No,	Basta	now	wore	the
Adderhead’s	silvery	gray,	and	he	had	a	sword	at	his	side.	With	a	knife	in	his	belt,	too,	of	course.	But	he
was	holding	a	dead	chicken	in	his	left	hand.

Only	the	millstone	stood	between	him	and	Dustfinger	-	the	millstone	and	Gwin,	who	was	crouching	in
the	middle	of	the	round	stone,	staring	longingly	at	the	chicken	as	the	tip	of	his	tail	twitched	restlessly	up
and	 down.	 Meggie	 was	 standing	 close	 to	 Dustfinger.	 Was	 she	 thinking	 the	 same	 as	 Farid?	 Did	 she
remember	 Fenoglio’s	 deadly	 words?	 Perhaps,	 for	 she	 was	 trying	 to	 entice	 Gwin	 over	 to	 her,	 but	 the
marten	took	no	notice.

What	am	I	to	do?	Farid	wondered.	What	on	earth	am	I	to	do?	Climb	in?	Nonsense,	what	use	would
that	be?	His	silly	little	knife	couldn’t	prevail	against	two	swords,	and	then	there’d	be	the	miller	and	his
man	to	deal	with,	too.	The	miller	was	standing	right	beside	the	door.	“Well,	are	these	the	folk	you	were
waiting	for?”	he	asked	Basta.	How	pleased	with	himself	and	his	lies	he	looked.	Farid	would	have	loved
to	use	his	knife	to	peel	that	sly	smile	off	his	lips.

“Yes,	they	are!”	purred	Basta.	“The	little	witch	and	the	fire-eater	in	the	bargain.	It	was	well	worth	the
wait.	Even	though	I’ll	probably	never	get	that	damn	flour	out	of	my	lungs	again.”

Think,	Farid.	Go	on.	He	looked	around,	let	his	eyes	wander,	as	if	they	could	find	him	a	way	of	escape
through	the	solid	masonry.	There	was	another	window,	but	 the	miller’s	man	was	standing	in	front	of	 it,
and	a	wooden	staircase	led	to	the	loft,	where	they	probably	stored	the	grain.	They	would	tip	it	through	the
wooden	 hopper	 sticking	 up	 through	 the	 floor	 of	 the	 loft,	 and	 then	 it	 would	 fall	 on	 the	millstone.	 The
hopper!	Yes,	it	rose	through	the	ceiling	of	the	mill	like	a	wooden	mouth	right	above	the	stone.	Suppose	he
…

Farid	looked	up	at	the	mill.	Was	there	another	window	higher	up?	Yes,	there	was,	hardly	more	than	a
hole	in	the	wall,	but	he	had	crawled	through	narrower	openings	before.	His	heart	was	still	in	his	mouth	as
he	hauled	himself	farther	up	the	wall.	The	river	flowed	fast	to	his	left,	and	a	crow	stared	at	him	from	a
willow	 as	 suspiciously	 as	 if	 it	 were	 about	 to	 give	 him	 away	 to	 the	miller	 at	 any	moment.	 Farid	was
breathing	heavily	as	he	forced	his	shoulders	through	the	narrow	aperture	in	the	wall.	As	he	set	foot	on	the
wooden	floorboards	of	the	loft,	they	creaked	treacherously,	but	the	river	drowned	out	that	telltale	sound.
On	 his	 stomach,	 Farid	 inched	 over	 to	 the	 hopper	 and	 peered	 down	 through	 it.	 Right	 below	 him	 stood
Basta.	And	Dustfinger	must	be	standing	opposite	him	on	the	other	side	of	the	stone,	with	Meggie.	Farid
couldn’t	see	him,	but	he	could	imagine	only	too	well	what	Dustfinger	was	thinking	of:	Fenoglio’s	words
telling	the	tale	of	his	death.

“Grab	that	marten,	Slasher!”	Basta	told	the	man	beside	him.	“Go	on,	do	it.”
“Do	it	yourself.	You	think	I	want	to	catch	rabies?”
“Come	here,	Gwin!”	That	was	Dustfinger’s	voice.	What	was	he	doing?	Trying	to	laugh	his	own	fear	in

the	face,	the	way	he	sometimes	did	when	the	fire	bit	his	skin?	Gwin	leaped	off	the	stone.	He	would	be
sitting	on	Dustfinger’s	shoulder,	staring	at	Basta.	Stupid	Gwin.	He	didn’t	know	about	the	words…

“Fine	new	clothes,	Basta!”	said	Dustfinger.	“When	the	servant	finds	a	new	master	he	must	wear	new
clothes,	mustn’t	he?”

“Servant?	Who’s	a	servant	here?	Just	listen	to	him.	As	bold	as	if	he’d	never	felt	my	knife!	Have	you
forgotten	how	you	screamed	when	it	cut	your	face?”	Basta	set	one	boot	on	the	millstone.	“Don’t	you	dare
move	so	much	as	a	finger.	Hands	up!	Go	on,	up	in	the	air!	I	know	what	you	can	do	with	fire	in	this	world.
One	little	whisper	from	you,	one	snap	of	your	fingers,	and	my	knife	goes	into	the	little	witch’s	breast.”

A	snap	of	 the	 fingers.	Yes,	get	on	with	 it,	Farid!	He	 looked	around,	 searching	 for	what	he	needed,
quickly	twisted	some	straw	together	to	make	a	torch,	and	began	whispering.	“Come	along!”	he	lured	the
fire,	clicking	his	tongue	and	hissing	the	way	Dustfinger	had	shown	him	after	he	put	a	little	fire-honey	in



his	 mouth	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 They	 had	 practiced	 every	 evening	 behind	 Roxane’s	 house,	 practiced	 the
language	of	fire,	its	crackling	words…Farid	whispered	them	all	until	a	tiny	flame	came	licking	up	out	of
the	straw.

“Ooh	 dear!	 See	 how	 the	 little	 witch	 is	 staring	 at	 me,	 Slasher?”	 asked	 Basta	 below	 him,	 with
pretended	terror.	“What	a	pity	she	needs	written	words	for	her	witchcraft!	But	there’s	no	book	anywhere
here.	Wasn’t	 it	nice	of	her	 to	write	 to	us	 in	person	and	 tell	us	where	 to	 find	you?”	Basta	disguised	his
voice	to	make	it	sound	shrill	and	girlish.	“The	Adderhead’s	men	have	taken	them	all	away,	my	parents	and
the	strolling	players!	Write	something	for	me,	Fenoglio!	Or	something	like	that.	You	know,	I	was	really
disappointed	to	hear	that	your	father’s	still	alive.	Oh,	don’t	look	so	disbelieving,	little	witch,	I	still	can’t
read	and	I	don’t	intend	to	learn,	but	there	are	enough	fools	around	the	place	who	can,	even	in	this	world.
A	scribe	ran	into	our	arms	right	outside	the	city	gates	of	Ombra.	It	took	a	little	while	for	him	to	decipher
your	scribble,	but	we	still	had	a	good	enough	start	to	get	here	ahead	of	you.	We	were	even	on	the	spot	in
time	to	kill	the	old	man’s	messenger,	who	was	supposed	to	warn	you.”

“You’re	even	more	talkative	than	you	used	to	be,	Basta.”	Dustfinger’s	voice	sounded	as	if	he	found
this	tedious.	How	well	he	could	hide	his	fear!	Farid	always	admired	him	for	that,	almost	more	than	for	his
skill	with	fire.

Slowly,	very	slowly,	Basta	drew	his	knife	from	his	belt.	Dustfinger	didn’t	like	knives.	He	generally
kept	 his	 in	 his	 backpack,	 and	 his	 backpack	 was	 leaning	 against	 the	 wall	 outside.	 Farid	 had	 so	 often
begged	him	to	keep	the	knife	in	his	belt,	but	no,	he	wouldn’t	hear	of	it.

“Talkative?	Well,	well.”	Basta	looked	at	his	reflection	in	the	bright	blade	of	the	knife.	“No	one	could
say	the	same	of	you.	But	I	 tell	you	what!	Since	we’ve	known	each	other	so	long,	I’ll	carry	the	news	of
your	death	to	your	wife	in	person!	What	do	you	say	to	that,	fire-eater?	Do	you	think	Roxane	will	be	glad
to	 see	me	 again?”	Caressingly,	 he	 ran	 two	 fingers	 along	 the	 blade.	 “And	 as	 for	 you,	 little	witch	…	 I
thought	 it	was	 really	nice	of	you	 to	entrust	your	 letter	 to	an	old	 tightrope-walker.	With	his	 stiff	 leg,	he
wasn’t	half	as	fast	as	my	knife.”

“Cloud-Dancer?	You	killed	Cloud-Dancer?”
There	was	no	boredom	in	Dustfinger’s	voice	now.	Stand	still,	please,	whispered	Farid.	Please,	please

stand	still.	He	was	hastily	feeding	more	straw	to	the	flames.
“Ah,	so	you	didn’t	know	that	yet!”	Basta’s	voice	became	soft	with	contentment.	“Yes,	there’ll	be	no

more	dancing	for	your	old	friend.	Ask	Slasher,	he	was	there.”
“You’re	 lying!”	Meggie’s	 voice	 shook.	Farid	 bent	 cautiously	 forward.	He	 saw	Dustfinger	 push	her

roughly	behind	him,	his	eyes	searching	for	a	way	out,	but	there	was	none.	Sacks	full	of	flour	were	stacked
behind	him	and	Meggie,	Slasher	was	barring	their	way	to	their	right,	on	their	left	was	the	man	with	the
silly	grin,	 and	 in	 front	 of	 the	window	 through	which	Farid	had	peered	 stood	 the	miller.	But	 there	was
straw	lying	on	the	floor	at	their	feet,	a	great	deal	of	straw,	and	it	would	burn	almost	as	well	as	paper.

Basta	laughed.	With	one	bound,	he	leaped	up	on	the	millstone	and	looked	down	at	Dustfinger.	He	was
standing	 very	 close	 to	 the	 outlet	 of	 the	 hopper	 now.	 Hurry	 up,	 come	 on,	 whispered	 Farid,	 kindling	 a
second	 bundle	 of	 straw	 from	 the	 first	 and	 holding	 them	 both	 above	 the	 funnel.	 He	 hoped	 its	 wood
wouldn’t	catch	fire.	He	hoped	the	straw	would	slide	through.	He	hoped	so.	His	fingers	were	scorched	as
he	stuffed	the	burning	bundles	in,	but	he	took	no	notice.	Dustfinger	was	in	a	trap,	and	Meggie	was	in	it
with	him.	What	did	a	couple	of	burned	fingers	matter?

“Yes,	poor	Cloud-Dancer	was	far	too	slow,”	purred	Basta,	as	he	tossed	his	knife	from	one	hand	to	the
other.	“You’re	faster	than	him,	I	know,	fire-eater,	but	you	won’t	get	away	all	the	same.	And	this	time	I’m
not	just	going	to	cut	your	face,	this	time	I’ll	slice	your	skin	off	in	strips	from	head	to	foot.”

Now!	Farid	let	the	burning	straw	drop.	The	hopper	swallowed	it	like	a	sack	of	corn	and	spat	it	out	on
Basta’s	boots.

“Fire!	Where’s	that	fire	coming	from?”	It	was	the	miller’s	voice.	His	man	was	bellowing	like	an	ox



when	it	sees	the	butcher’s	hatchet.
Farid’s	 fingers	hurt,	his	 skin	was	beginning	 to	blister,	but	 the	 fire	was	dancing,	dancing	up	Basta’s

boots,	licking	close	to	his	arms.	Terrified,	he	stumbled,	fell	backward	off	the	millstone,	and	cracked	open
his	head	against	the	edge	of	it.	Blood	flowed.	Basta	feared	fire,	feared	it	more	than	the	bad	luck	against
which	his	amulets	were	supposed	to	protect	him.

As	for	Farid,	he	raced	down	the	steps	to	the	floor	of	the	mill,	pushed	aside	the	miller’s	man,	who	was
staring	at	him	as	 if	he	were	a	ghost,	 ran	 to	Meggie,	and	pulled	her	away	with	him	toward	 the	window
through	which	he	had	first	looked.

“Jump!”	he	called	to	her.	“Quick,	jump	out!”	Meggie	was	trembling.	Her	hair	was	full	of	flour,	and
she	closed	her	eyes	before	she	jumped,	but	jump	she	did.

Farid	looked	around	at	Dustfinger.	He	was	talking	to	the	flames,	making	them	sing	and	grow,	while	the
miller	and	his	man	beat	desperately	at	the	burning	straw	with	empty	sacks,	but	the	fire	danced	on.	It	was
dancing	for	Dustfinger.

Farid	crouched	in	the	open	window.	“Come	on!”	he	called	to	Dustfinger.	“Hurry	up!”
Where	was	Basta?
Dustfinger	pushed	the	miller	aside	and	ran	to	him	through	the	smoke	and	flames.	Farid	swung	himself

out	of	the	window	and	clung	to	the	sill	outside	as	he	watched	the	dazed	Basta	hauling	himself	up	by	the
millstone.	His	hand	was	bloody	when	he	put	it	to	the	back	of	his	head.	“Get	him!”	he	shouted	to	Slasher.
“Hold	the	fire-eater	fast!”

“Quick!”	cried	Farid,	 as	his	 toes	 tried	 to	 find	a	 foothold	on	 the	outside	of	 the	wall,	but	Dustfinger
stumbled	over	an	empty	sack	as	he	ran.	Gwin	jumped	off	his	shoulder	and	scurried	toward	Farid;	when
Dustfinger	got	to	his	feet	again	Slasher	was	standing	between	him	and	the	window,	coughing,	his	sword	in
his	hand.

“Come	on!”	Farid	heard	Meggie	shouting.	She	was	standing	right	under	 the	window,	her	eyes	wide
with	fear,	staring	up	at	him.	But	Farid	wriggled	his	way	back	into	the	burning	mill.

“What	 are	 you	 doing?	Get	 out!”	Dustfinger	 shouted	 at	 him	 as	 he	 struck	 out	with	 a	 burning	 sack	 at
Slasher,	 whose	 trousers	 had	 caught	 fire.	 Slasher	 swayed	 as	 he	 lashed	 out	with	 his	 sword,	 first	 at	 the
flames,	then	at	Dustfinger.	His	sharp	blade	slit	open	Dustfinger’s	leg	just	as	Farid	jumped	down	into	the
burning	 straw	 again.	 Dustfinger	 stumbled	 back	 against	 the	 wall,	 pressing	 his	 hand	 to	 his	 thigh,	 while
Slasher	raised	his	sword	again,	half	mad	with	rage	and	pain.

“No!”	Farid’s	own	voice	rang	in	his	ears	as	he	jumped	at	the	man.	He	bit	his	shoulder	and	kicked	him
until	he	dropped	the	sword	that	he	had	been	pointing	at	Dustfinger’s	chest.	Then	Farid	pushed	Slasher	into
the	 flames.	The	man	was	more	 than	a	head	 taller	 than	Farid	himself,	but	desperation	 lent	him	strength.
Farid	was	about	to	attack	Basta,	too,	as	he	emerged	from	the	smoke,	coughing,	but	Dustfinger	pulled	him
back	and	hissed	at	the	flames	until	they	made	for	Basta	like	angry	vipers.	Farid	heard	Basta	scream	but
did	 not	 turn	 to	 look.	He	 just	 stumbled	 toward	 the	window,	with	Dustfinger	 beside	 him,	 cursing	 as	 he
pressed	 his	 fingers	 to	 his	 bleeding	 leg.	 But	 he	 was	 alive.	 He	 was	 really	 alive.	 While	 the	 fire	 was
devouring	Basta.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
50	The	Best	of	all	Nights

“Eat,”	said	Merlot.
“I	couldn’t	possibly,”	said	Despereaux,	backing	away	from	the	book.
“Why?”
“Um,”	said	Despereaux,	“it	would	ruin	the	story.”
Kate	DiCamillo,	The	Tale	of	Despereaux
Later,	 none	 of	 them	 knew	 how	 they	 had	 gotten	 away	 from	 mill.	 All	 Farid	 could	 remember	 were

images:	of	Meggie’s	face	as	she	stumbled	down	to	the	river,	of	 the	blood	in	the	water	when	Dustfinger
jumped	in,	of	the	smoke	they	could	see	still	rising	into	the	sky	after	they	had	been	wading	through	the	cold
water	for	more	 than	an	hour.	But	no	one	came	after	 them:	not	Slasher	or	 the	miller	or	his	man,	and	not
Basta,	either.	Only	Gwin	appeared	on	the	bank	at	some	point.	Stupid	Gwin.

It	 was	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 night	 when	 Dustfinger	 clambered	 out	 of	 the	 water,	 his	 face	 pale	 with
exhaustion.	As	he	 let	himself	drop	onto	 the	grass,	Farid	anxiously	 listened	 into	 the	darkness,	but	all	he
heard	was	a	loud	and	steady	roar	like	the	breathing	of	a	gigantic	animal.

“What’s	that?”	he	whispered.
“The	sea.	Don’t	you	know	what	the	sea	sounds	like?”
The	sea.	Gwin	jumped	on	Farid’s	back	as	he	was	looking	at	Dustfinger’s	leg,	but	he	shooed	the	marten

away.	“Get	out!”	he	snapped.	“Go	hunting!	You’ve	done	enough	harm	for	one	day.”	Then	he	let	Jink	out	of
the	backpack,	too,	and	looked	for	something	to	bind	up	the	wound.	Meggie	wrung	out	her	wet	dress	and
crouched	beside	them.

“Is	it	bad?”
“No,	I’m	fine,”	said	Dustfinger,	but	he	winced	as	Farid	cleaned	the	deep	gash.	“Poor	Cloud-Dancer!”

he	murmured.	“He	escaped	death	once,	and	now	the	Grim	Reaper’s	come	for	him	after	all.	Who	knows?
Perhaps	the	White	Women	don’t	like	people	to	slip	through	their	fingers	like	that.”

“I’m	sorry.”	Meggie	spoke	so	quietly	that	Farid	could	hardly	hear	her.	“I’m	so	very	sorry.	It’s	all	my
fault,	 and	 he	 died	 for	 nothing.	 Because	 where	 is	 Fenoglio	 going	 to	 find	 us	 now,	 even	 if	 he’s	 written
something	for	me?”

“Fenoglio.”	Dustfinger	spoke	as	if	it	were	the	name	of	some	disease.
“Did	 you	 feel	 them,	 too?”	Meggie	 looked	 at	 him.	 “I	 thought	 I	 could	 feel	 his	 words	 on	my	 skin.	 I

thought:	They’re	going	to	kill	Dustfinger,	and	there’s	nothing	we	can	do	about	it!”
“But	there	was,”	said	Farid	defiantly.
Dustfinger,	 however,	 leaned	 back	 and	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 stars.	 “Really?	We’ll	 see.	 Perhaps	 the	 old

man’s	thought	up	some	different	fate	for	me	by	now.	Perhaps	death	is	waiting	just	around	another	corner.”
“Let	it	wait!”	was	all	Farid	would	say,	fishing	a	bag	out	of	Dustfinger’s	backpack.	“A	little	fairy	dust

can	never	hurt,”	he	murmured	as	he	trickled	the	glittering	powder	into	the	wound.	Then	he	pulled	his	shirt
over	his	head,	cut	off	a	strip	with	his	knife,	and	tied	it	carefully	around	Dustfinger’s	leg.	It	wasn’t	easy
with	his	burned	fingers,	but	he	did	his	best,	although	the	pain	twisted	his	face.

Dustfinger	reached	for	his	hand	and	looked	at	it,	frowning.	“Heavens,	your	fingers	are	covered	with
as	many	 blisters	 as	 if	 fire-elves	 had	 been	 dancing	 on	 them,”	 he	 commented.	 “I	 guess	we	 both	 need	 a
physician.	What	a	pity	Roxane	isn’t	here.”	Sighing,	Dustfinger	lay	down	on	his	back	again	and	looked	up
at	 the	dark	sky.	“You	know	what,	Farid?”	he	said,	as	 if	 talking	to	 the	stars.	“There’s	one	really	strange



thing	about	all	 this.	If	Meggie’s	father	hadn’t	plucked	me	out	of	my	own	story,	I	don’t	suppose	I’d	ever
have	found	such	a	fabulous	watchdog	as	you.”	He	winked	at	Meggie.	“Did	you	see	him	biting?	I’ll	bet
Slasher	thought	it	was	the	Black	Prince’s	bear	gnawing	his	shoulder.”

“Oh,	stop	it!”	Farid	didn’t	know	where	to	look.	Embarrassed,	he	picked	a	blade	of	grass	with	his	bare
toes.

“Yes,	but	Farid	is	cleverer	than	the	bear,”	said	Meggie.	“Much	cleverer.”
“Indeed.	Cleverer	 than	me,	 too,”	Dustfinger	pointed	out.	“And	as	 for	what	he	can	do	with	 fire,	 I’m

beginning	to	get	seriously	worried.”
Farid	couldn’t	help	it;	he	had	to	grin.	He	felt	so	proud	that	the	blood	shot	all	the	way	to	his	ears,	but	in

the	dark	no	one,	luckily,	would	see	him	blushing.
Dustfinger	felt	his	leg	and	cautiously	rose	to	his	feet.	The	first	step	he	took	made	his	face	contort	with

pain,	but	then	he	limped	up	and	down	the	riverbank	a	few	times.	“There	we	are,”	he	said.	“A	little	slower
than	usual,	but	 it	will	do.	 It	must.”	Then	he	stopped	in	front	of	Farid.	“I	believe	I	owe	you	a	debt,”	he
said.	“How	am	I	to	repay	you?	Perhaps	I	could	show	you	something	new?	A	game	with	fire	that	only	I	can
play?	How	about	that?”

Farid	held	his	breath.	“What	kind	of	a	game	is	it?”	he	asked.
“I	can’t	show	you	except	by	the	sea,”	replied	Dustfinger,	“but	we	must	go	there	anyway,	because	we

both	need	a	physician.	And	 the	best	 physician	 I	 know	 lives	by	 the	 sea.	 In	 the	 shadow	of	 the	Castle	of
Night.”

They	decided	to	take	turns	keeping	watch.	Farid	said	he	would	take	the	first	watch,	and	while	Meggie
and	Dustfinger	slept	behind	him,	under	the	branches	of	a	durmast	oak	that	dipped	low	to	the	ground,	he	sat
in	the	grass	and	looked	up	at	the	sky,	where	more	stars	shone	than	there	were	fireflies	hovering	above	the
river.	Farid	tried	to	remember	a	night,	any	night,	when	he	had	felt	as	he	did	now,	so	entirely	at	ease	with
himself,	but	he	couldn’t.	This	was	the	best	of	all	nights	for	him	-	in	spite	of	all	the	terrors	that	lay	behind
him,	in	spite	of	his	burned	fingers,	which	still	hurt	although	Dustfinger	had	put	fairy	dust	on	them	and	the
cooling	ointment	that	Roxane	had	made	for	him.

He	felt	so	much	alive.	As	alive	as	the	fire.
He	had	saved	Dustfinger.	He	had	been	stronger	than	the	words.	Everything	was	all	right.
The	two	martens	were	squabbling	behind	him,	no	doubt	over	prey	of	some	kind.	“Wake	me	when	the

moon	is	above	that	hill,”	Dustfinger	had	said,	but	when	Farid	went	to	him	he	was	sleeping	deeply,	with
such	peace	in	his	face	that	Farid	decided	to	let	him	sleep	on	and	returned	to	his	place	under	the	stars.

Soon	afterward,	when	he	heard	steps	behind	him,	it	was	not	Dustfinger	but	Meggie	he	saw	there.	“I
keep	waking	up,”	she	said.	“I	just	can’t	stop	thinking.”

“Wondering	how	Fenoglio	is	going	to	find	you	now?”
She	nodded.
She	 still	 believed	 in	 words	 so	 much.	 Farid	 believed	 in	 other	 things:	 in	 his	 knife,	 in	 courage	 and

cunning.	And	in	friendship.	Meggie	leaned	her	head	against	his	shoulder,	and	they	both	remained	as	silent
as	the	stars	above	them.	After	a	while	a	wind	rose,	cold	and	gusty,	salty	as	seawater,	and	Meggie	sat	up
and	clasped	her	arms	around	her	knees,	shivering.

“This	world,”	she	said.	“Do	you	really	like	it?”
What	a	question!	Farid	never	asked	himself	such	things.	He	was	glad	to	be	with	Dustfinger	again	and

didn’t	mind	where	that	was.
“It’s	a	cruel	world,	don’t	you	think?”	Meggie	went	on.	“Mo	often	told	me	I	forget	how	cruel	it	is	too

easily.”
With	his	burned	fingers,	Farid	stroked	her	fair	hair.	It	shone	even	in	the	dark.	“They’re	all	cruel,”	he

said.	“The	world	I	come	from,	the	world	you	come	from,	and	this	one,	too.	Maybe	people	don’t	see	the
cruelty	in	your	world	right	away,	it’s	better	hidden,	but	it’s	there	all	the	same.”



He	put	his	arm	around	her,	sensed	her	fear,	her	anxiety,	her	anger	…	It	was	as	 if	he	could	hear	her
heart	whispering	as	clearly	as	the	voice	of	fire.

“You	know	a	funny	thing?”	she	asked.	“Even	if	I	could	go	back	at	this	moment,	I	wouldn’t.	Now	that’s
crazy,	isn’t	it?	It’s	almost	as	if	I’d	always	wanted	to	come	here,	to	somewhere	like	this.	But	why?	It’s	a
terrible	place!”

“Terrible	 and	 beautiful,”	 said	 Farid,	 and	 kissed	 her.	 Kissing	 her	 tasted	 good.	 Much	 better	 than
Dustfinger’s	 fire-honey.	 Much	 better	 than	 anything	 he	 had	 ever	 tasted	 before.	 “You	 can’t	 go	 back,
anyway,”	he	whispered	to	her.	“As	soon	as	we	have	your	father	free,	we’ll	explain	that	to	him.”

“Explain	what?”
“Why,	 that	 we’re	 afraid	 he’ll	 have	 to	 leave	 you	 here.	 Because	 you	 belong	with	me	 now,	 and	 I’m

staying	with	Dustfinger.”
She	 laughed	 and	 pressed	 her	 face	 to	 his	 shoulder	 in	 embarrassment.	 “I’m	 sure	Mo	won’t	 agree	 to

that.”
“Well?	So	tell	him	the	girls	here	marry	when	they’re	your	age.”
She	 laughed	 again,	 but	 then	 her	 face	 grew	 grave.	 “Perhaps	 Mo	 will	 stay,	 too,”	 she	 said	 softly.

“Perhaps	we’ll	all	stay	…	Resa	and	Fenoglio,	too.	And	we’ll	go	and	fetch	Elinor	and	Darius	as	well,	and
then	we’ll	all	live	happily	ever	after.”	The	sad	note	had	crept	back	into	her	voice.	“They	can’t	hang	Mo,
Farid!”	she	whispered.	“We’ll	save	him,	won’t	we?	And	my	mother	and	the	others.	It’s	always	like	that	in
stories:	Bad	things	happen,	but	then	it	all	ends	happily.	And	this	is	a	story.”

“Of	 course!”	 said	 Farid,	 although	 with	 the	 best	 will	 in	 the	 world	 he	 couldn’t	 imagine	 that	 happy
ending.	He	felt	good,	though,	all	the	same.

After	a	while,	Meggie	dropped	off	to	sleep	beside	him.	And	he	sat	there	and	kept	watch	over	her	-	her
and	Dustfinger	-	all	night	long.	It	was	the	best	of	all	nights.
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51	The	Right	Words

There’s	nothing	ill	can	dwell	in	such	a	temple.	If	the	ill	spirit	have	so	fair	a	house,	Good	things	will
strive	to	dwell	with’t.

William	Shakespeare,	The	Tempest
The	groom	was	a	fool	and	took	forever	to	saddle	up	the	wretched	horse.	I	never	invented	a	character

like	that,	thought	Fenoglio.	Lucky	that	I’m	in	a	good	mood.	For	he	was	indeed	in	the	best	of	moods.	He
had	been	whistling	quietly	to	himself	for	hours,	because	he	had	done	it.	He	had	found	the	solution!	Yes,	at
last	the	words	had	flowed	onto	the	parchment	as	if	they’d	just	been	waiting	for	him	to	fish	them	out	of	the
sea	of	letters.	The	right	words.	The	only	right	words.	Now	the	story	could	go	on	and	all	would	end	well.
He	was	an	enchanter,	after	all,	a	conjuror	with	words,	one	of	the	very	first	quality.	No	one	could	hold	a
candle	to	him	-	well,	one	or	two,	maybe,	but	in	his	own	world,	not	this	one.	If	only	this	dolt	of	a	groom
would	hurry	up!	It	was	high	time	he	went	to	Roxane’s	house	or	she	would	ride	away	without	the	letter	-
and	then	how	was	he	going	to	get	it	to	Meggie?	For	there	was	still	no	sign	of	life	from	the	young	hothead
he	had	sent	after	her.	That	callow	youth	had	probably	gotten	lost	in	the	Wayless	Wood.

He	felt	for	the	letter	under	his	cloak.	A	good	thing	that	words	weighed	light,	light	as	a	feather,	even	the
most	 important	 of	 them.	 Roxane	 wouldn’t	 have	 a	 heavy	 load	 to	 carry	 when	 she	 took	 Meggie	 the
Adderhead’s	death	warrant.	And	she	would	take	something	else	to	the	principality	by	the	sea	with	her	-
the	certainty	of	Cosimo’s	victory.

Just	so	 long	as	Cosimo	didn’t	set	out	before	Meggie	even	had	a	chance	 to	read	his	words!	Cosimo
was	burning	with	impatience,	longing	for	the	day	when	he	would	lead	his	soldiers	to	the	other	side	of	the
forest.	“Because	he	wants	to	find	out	who	he	is!”	whispered	the	quiet	voice	in	Fenoglio’s	head	(or	was	it
in	 his	 heart?).	 “Because	 your	 fine	 avenging	 angel	 is	 empty,	 like	 a	 box	 with	 nothing	 inside	 it.	 A	 few
borrowed	memories,	a	few	stone	statues	-	that’s	all	the	poor	lad	has,	and	your	stories	of	his	heroic	deeds.
He	searches	his	empty	heart	in	desperation	for	some	echo	of	them.	You	ought	to	have	tried	to	bring	back
the	real	Cosimo,	after	all,	straight	back	from	the	realm	of	the	dead,	but	you	didn’t	dare!”	Hush!	Fenoglio
shook	his	head	in	annoyance.	Why	did	these	troublesome	thoughts	keep	returning?	Everything	would	be
all	 right	 once	Cosimo	 sat	 on	 the	Adderhead’s	 throne.	 Then	 he’d	 have	memories	 of	 his	 own,	 and	 he’d
gather	more	of	them	every	day.	And	soon	the	emptiness	would	be	forgotten.

His	horse	was	saddled	at	last.	The	groom	helped	him	to	mount,	his	mouth	twisted	in	a	mocking	smile.
The	fool!	Fenoglio	knew	he	didn’t	cut	a	very	good	figure	on	a	horse,	he’d	never	get	used	to	riding	-	but	so
what?	These	horses	were	alarming	beasts,	much	too	strong	for	his	liking,	but	a	poet	living	at	his	prince’s
court	 didn’t	 travel	 on	 foot	 like	 a	 peasant.	And	 he	would	 go	much	 faster	 on	 horseback	 -	 assuming	 the
animal	wanted	to	go	the	same	way	as	he	did.	What	a	business	it	was	to	get	the	creature	moving!

The	hooves	clattered	over	the	paved	courtyard,	past	the	barrels	of	pitch	and	iron	spikes	that	Cosimo
was	 having	 set	 on	 the	 walls.	 The	 castle	 still	 resounded	 at	 night	 to	 the	 hammering	 of	 the	 smiths,	 and
Cosimo’s	soldiers	slept	in	the	wooden	huts	along	the	wall,	crammed	close	together	like	larvae	in	an	ants’
nest.	He	had	certainly	brought	a	warrior	angel	into	being,	but	hadn’t	angels	always	been	warlike?	The	fact
is,	I’m	just	no	good	at	making	up	peaceful	characters,	thought	Fenoglio	as	he	trotted	across	the	yard.	The
good	ones	either	have	bad	luck	like	Dustfinger	or	they	fall	among	thieves	like	the	Black	Prince.	Could	he
ever	have	made	up	a	character	like	Mortimer?	Probably	not.

As	 Fenoglio	 was	 riding	 toward	 the	 Outer	 Gate	 it	 swung	 open,	 so	 that	 for	 a	 moment	 he	 actually



assumed	 the	guards	were	finally	showing	a	 little	 respect	 for	 their	prince’s	poet.	But	when	he	saw	how
low	they	bent	their	heads	he	realized	that	it	couldn’t	possibly	be	for	him.

Cosimo	came	riding	toward	him	through	the	wide	gateway,	on	a	horse	so	white	that	it	looked	a	little
unreal.	In	the	dark	he	looked	almost	more	beautiful	than	by	day,	but	wasn’t	that	the	case	with	all	angels?
Only	seven	soldiers	followed	him;	he	never	took	more	as	guards	on	his	nocturnal	rides.	But	someone	else
rode	at	his	side,	too:	Brianna,	Dustfinger’s	daughter,	no	longer	wearing	a	dress	that	had	belonged	to	her
mistress,	poor	Violante,	as	so	often	 in	 the	past,	but	 in	one	of	 the	gowns	 that	Cosimo	had	given	her.	He
heaped	 presents	 upon	 her,	while	 he	 no	 longer	 allowed	 his	wife	 even	 to	 leave	 the	 castle,	 or	 their	 son,
either.	But	 in	spite	of	all	 these	proofs	of	 love,	Brianna	didn’t	 look	particularly	happy.	And	why	should
she?	What	girl	would	be	cheerful	 if	her	 lover	was	planning	 to	go	 to	war?	The	prospect	didn’t	seem	to
cloud	Cosimo’s	mood.	Far	from	it;	he	looked	as	light	at	heart	as	if	the	future	could	bring	nothing	but	good.
He	went	riding	every	night.	He	seemed	to	need	very	little	sleep,	and	Fenoglio	had	heard	he	rode	at	such	a
breakneck	pace	that	hardly	any	of	his	bodyguards	could	keep	up	-	like	a	man	who	had	been	told	that	death
had	no	power	over	him.	What	difference	did	it	make,	anyway,	when	he	could	remember	neither	his	death
nor	his	life?

Day	and	night,	Balbulus	was	painting	the	most	wonderful	pictures	to	illustrate	stories	about	that	lost
life.	More	than	a	dozen	scribes	supplied	him	with	the	handwritten	pages.	“My	husband	still	won’t	enter
the	 library,”	Violante	 had	 commented	bitterly,	 last	 time	Fenoglio	 saw	her.	 “But	 he	 fills	 all	 the	 reading
desks	with	books	about	himself.”

Unfortunately,	it	was	only	too	clear	that	the	words	from	which	Fenoglio	and	Meggie	had	made	him	did
not	satisfy	Cosimo.	There	were	simply	not	enough	of	them.	Everything	he	heard	about	himself	seemed	to
have	to	do	with	another	man.	Perhaps	that	was	why	he	loved	Dustfinger’s	daughter	so	much:	because	she
had	nothing	 to	do	with	 the	man	he	seemed	to	have	been	before	his	death.	Fenoglio	had	 to	keep	writing
new	and	ardent	love	songs	to	Brianna	for	him.	He	generally	stole	them	from	other	poets;	he	had	always
had	a	good	memory	for	verse,	and	Meggie	wasn’t	here	now	to	catch	him	in	the	act	of	theft.	Tears	always
came	to	Brianna’s	eyes	when	one	of	the	minstrels,	who	were	now	welcomed	to	the	castle	again,	sang	her
one	of	those	songs.

“Fenoglio!”	Cosimo	 reined	 in	his	horse,	 and	Fenoglio	bent	his	head	 in	 the	most	natural	way	 in	 the
world,	 as	 he	 did	 only	 for	 the	 young	 prince.	 “Where	 are	 you	 going,	 poet?	Everything’s	 ready	 for	 us	 to
march	out!”	He	sounded	as	impatient	as	his	horse,	which	was	prancing	back	and	forth,	and	threatened	to
infect	Fenoglio’s	horse	with	its	restlessness.	“Or	would	you	rather	stay	here	and	sharpen	your	pens	for	all
the	songs	you’ll	have	to	write	about	my	victory?”

March	out?	Ready?
Fenoglio	looked	around	in	confusion,	but	Cosimo	laughed.	“Do	you	think	I’d	assemble	the	troops	here

in	the	castle?	There	are	far	too	many	for	that.	No,	they’re	encamped	down	by	the	river.	I’m	only	waiting
for	one	more	company	of	mercenaries	recruited	for	me	in	the	north.	They	may	arrive	tomorrow!”

As	soon	as	that?	Fenoglio	cast	Brianna	a	quick	glance.	So	that	was	why	she	looked	so	sad.	“Please,
Your	 Grace!”	 Fenoglio	 could	 not	 conceal	 the	 anxiety	 in	 his	 voice.	 “It’s	 much	 too	 soon!	Wait	 a	 little
longer!”

But	Cosimo	only	smiled.	“The	moon	is	red,	poet!	The	soothsayers	think	that’s	a	good	sign.	A	sign	that
we	mustn’t	miss	the	moment,	or	all	may	come	to	grief.”

What	 nonsense!	 Fenoglio	 bowed	 his	 head	 to	 keep	 Cosimo	 from	 seeing	 the	 annoyance	 in	 his	 face.
Cosimo	knew	anyway	that	his	love	of	soothsayers	and	fortune-tellers	irritated	Fenoglio,	who	thought	them
all	a	set	of	avaricious	frauds.	“Let	me	say	it	once	again,	Your	Grace!”	He	had	repeated	this	warning	so
often	 that	 it	was	beginning	 to	sound	flat.	“The	only	 thing	 that	will	bring	you	bad	 luck	 is	setting	out	 too
soon!”

But	Cosimo	merely	shook	his	head	indulgently.



“You’re	an	old	man,	Fenoglio,”	he	said.	“Your	blood	flows	slowly,	but	I’m	young!	What	should	I	wait
for?	For	the	Adderhead	to	recruit	mercenaries,	too,	and	barricade	himself	in	the	Castle	of	Night?”

He	probably	 did	 that	 long	 ago,	 thought	Fenoglio.	And	 that’s	why	you	must	wait	 for	 the	words,	my
words,	 and	 for	Meggie	 to	 read	 them,	 the	way	 she	 read	you	here.	Wait	 for	her	voice!	 “Just	one	or	 two
weeks	more,	Your	Grace!”	he	said	urgently.	“Your	peasants	must	bring	 in	 their	harvest.	What	else	will
they	have	to	live	on	in	winter?”

But	Cosimo	 didn’t	want	 to	 hear	 about	 such	 things.	 “That	 truly	 is	 old	man’s	 talk!”	 he	 said	 angrily.
“Where	 are	 your	 fiery	words	now?	They’ll	 live	 on	 the	Adderhead’s	 stores	 of	 provisions,	 on	 the	good
fortune	of	our	victory,	on	the	silver	from	the	Castle	of	Night.	I’ll	have	it	distributed	in	the	villages!”

They	can’t	eat	silver,	Your	Grace,	thought	Fenoglio,	but	he	did	not	say	so	aloud.	Instead,	he	looked	up
at	the	sky.	Dear	God,	how	high	the	moon	had	risen	already!	But	Cosimo	still	had	something	on	his	mind.

“There’s	a	question	I’ve	been	meaning	to	ask	you	for	some	time,”	he	said,	just	as	Fenoglio	was	about
to	take	his	leave	with	some	stammered	excuse.	“You’re	so	friendly	with	the	strolling	players.	Everyone’s
talking	about	that	fire-eater,	the	one	they	say	can	talk	to	the	flames.	…”

Out	of	the	corner	of	his	eye,	Fenoglio	saw	Brianna	bend	her	head.
“You	mean	Dustfinger?”
“Yes,	 that’s	his	name.	I	know	he’s	Brianna’s	father,”	said	Cosimo,	casting	her	a	 loving	glance,	“but

she	won’t	talk	about	him.	And	she	says	she	doesn’t	know	where	he	is	now.	But	perhaps	you	do?”	Cosimo
patted	his	horse’s	neck.	His	face	seemed	to	burn	with	beauty.

“Why?	What	do	you	want	of	him?”
“Isn’t	 that	 obvious?	 He	 can	 talk	 to	 fire!	 They	 say	 he	 can	make	 the	 flames	 grow	 to	 a	 great	 height

without	burning	him.”
Fenoglio	understood	even	before	Cosimo	explained.	“You	want	Dustfinger	for	your	war.”	He	couldn’t

help	it,	he	laughed	aloud.
“What’s	so	funny	about	that?”	Cosimo	frowned.
Dustfinger	 the	 fire-dancer	 as	 a	 weapon.	 Fenoglio	 shook	 his	 head.	 “Oh	 no,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 know

Dustfinger	very	well”	-	he	saw	Brianna	give	him	a	look	of	surprise	as	he	said	so	-	“and	he	is	many	things
but	certainly	not	a	warrior.	He’d	laugh	in	your	face.”

“He	had	better	not.”	There	was	no	mistaking	the	anger	in	Cosimo’s	voice.	But	Brianna	was	looking	at
Fenoglio	 as	 if	 she	had	 a	 thousand	questions	on	 the	 tip	 of	 her	 tongue.	Well,	 this	was	no	 time	 for	 them!
“Your	 Highness,”	 he	 said	 hastily,	 “please	 excuse	 me	 now!	 One	 of	 Minerva’s	 children	 is	 ill,	 and	 I
promised	to	get	a	few	herbs	from	Brianna’s	mother	for	her.”

“Oh,	 I	 see.	Of	 course.	Yes,	 of	 course,	 ride	on,	 and	we’ll	 talk	 later.”	Cosimo	gathered	up	his	 reins
again.	“If	the	child	doesn’t	improve	let	me	know,	and	I’ll	send	a	physician.”

“Thank	you,”	said	Fenoglio,	but	before	he	finally	went	on	his	way	there	was	one	question	he	himself
had	 to	 ask.	 “I’ve	 heard	 your	 wife	 isn’t	 well,	 either?”	 Balbulus,	 who	 at	 present	 was	 the	 only	 visitor
allowed	to	see	Violante,	had	told	him	so.

“Oh,	 she’s	 just	 in	a	 temper.”	Cosimo	 took	Brianna’s	hand	as	 if	 to	comfort	her	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 they
were	talking	about	his	wife.	“Violante	loses	her	temper	easily.	She	gets	it	from	her	father.	She	simply	will
not	 understand	 why	 I	 won’t	 let	 her	 leave	 the	 castle,	 yet	 it’s	 obvious	 that	 her	 father’s	 informers	 are
everywhere,	and	who	would	they	try	to	pump	for	information	first?	Violante	and	Jacopo.”	It	was	hard	not
to	believe	every	word	that	those	beautiful	lips	uttered,	particularly	when	they	spoke	with	so	much	genuine
conviction.

“Well,	I	expect	you’re	right!	But	please	don’t	forget	that	your	wife	hates	her	father.”
“You	can	hate	someone	and	obey	him	all	the	same.	Isn’t	that	so?”	Cosimo	looked	at	Fenoglio	with	that

naked	expression	in	his	eyes,	like	the	eyes	of	a	very	young	baby.
“Yes,	yes,	probably,”	he	replied	uncomfortably.	Every	time	Cosimo	looked	at	him	like	that,	Fenoglio



felt	as	if	he	had	found	an	empty	page	in	a	book,	a	moth	hole	in	the	finely	woven	carpet	of	words.
“Your	Highness!”	he	said,	bowing	his	head	again,	and	he	finally,	if	not	very	elegantly,	got	his	horse	to

trot	out	of	the	gateway.
Brianna	had	given	him	a	good	description	of	 the	way	 to	her	mother’s	 farmhouse.	He	had	asked	her

about	 it	 after	Roxane’s	visit,	 apparently	 in	 all	 innocence,	 saying	 that	 he	was	plagued	by	 aching	bones.
Dustfinger’s	daughter	was	a	 strange	child.	She	wanted	nothing	 to	do	with	her	 father	 and	obviously	not
much	with	her	mother,	either.	Luckily,	she	had	warned	him	about	the	goose,	so	he	was	holding	the	horse’s
reins	firmly	when	the	cackling	bird	came	toward	him.	Roxane	was	sitting	outside	her	house	when	he	rode
into	the	yard.	It	was	a	poor	place.	Her	beauty	seemed	to	fit	into	it	as	little	as	a	jewel	in	a	beggar’s	hut.
Her	son	was	sleeping	in	the	doorway	beside	her,	curled	up	like	a	puppy,	his	head	on	her	lap.

“He	wants	to	come	with	me,”	she	said	as	Fenoglio	slid	clumsily	off	the	horse.	“The	little	girl	cried,
too,	when	I	told	her	I	had	to	go	away.	But	I	can’t	take	them,	not	to	Argenta.	The	Adderhead’s	had	children
hanged	before	now.	A	friend	is	going	to	look	after	the	girl	for	me,	and	Jehan,	and	the	plants	and	animals,
too.”

She	stroked	her	son’s	dark	hair,	and	for	a	moment	Fenoglio	didn’t	want	her	 to	ride	away.	But	what
would	 become	 of	 his	 words	 then?	Who	 else	 would	 find	Meggie?	 Should	 he	 ask	 Cosimo	 for	 another
horseman	who	might	not	 come	back,	 either?	“Well,	who	knows,	maybe	Roxane	won’t	 come	back,”	 the
insidious	voice	inside	him	whispered.	“And	then	your	precious	words	will	be	lost.”

“Nonsense!”	he	said	angrily,	out	loud.	“I	made	a	copy,	of	course.”
“What	did	you	say?”	Roxane	looked	at	him	in	surprise.
“Oh,	nothing,	nothing!”	Heavens	above,	now	he	was	talking	to	himself.	“There’s	something	else	I	have

to	tell	you	-	don’t	ride	to	the	mill!	A	minstrel	who	sings	for	Cosimo	has	brought	me	news	from	the	Black
Prince.”

Roxane	pressed	her	hand	to	her	mouth.
“No,	no.	It’s	not	so	bad!”	Fenoglio	quickly	reassured	her.	“The	fact	is,	Meggie’s	father	has	obviously

been	taken	prisoner	by	the	Adderhead,	but	to	be	honest	I	feared	as	much.	As	for	Dustfinger	and	Meggie	-
well,	 to	be	brief,	 the	mill	where	Meggie	was	going	 to	wait	 for	my	 letter	 seems	 to	have	burned	down.
Apparently,	the	miller	is	telling	everyone	that	a	marten	made	fire	rain	down	from	the	roof,	while	a	wizard
with	a	scarred	face	spoke	to	the	flames.	It	seems	this	wizard	had	a	demon	with	him	in	the	shape	of	a	dark-
skinned	boy	who	saved	him	when	he	was	wounded	and	helped	him	and	a	girl	to	escape.”

Roxane	looked	at	him	with	a	thoughtful	expression,	as	if	she	had	to	search	for	the	meaning	of	what	he
said.	“Wounded?”

“Yes,	but	they	escaped!	That’s	the	main	thing.	Roxane,	do	you	really	think	you	can	find	them?”
She	passed	a	hand	over	her	forehead.	“I’ll	try.”
“Don’t	worry,”	said	Fenoglio.	“You	heard	what	they’re	saying.	Dustfinger	has	a	demon	protecting	him

now.	In	any	case,	hasn’t	he	always	managed	very	well	on	his	own?”
“Oh	yes,	indeed	he	has!”
Fenoglio	cursed	every	wrinkle	on	his	old	face,	she	was	so	beautiful.	Why	didn’t	he	have	Cosimo’s

good	looks?	Although	would	she	like	that?	She	liked	Dustfinger,	who	ought	to	have	been	dead	by	now	if
the	story	had	gone	the	way	he	had	once	written	it.	Fenoglio,	he	told	himself,	this	is	going	too	far.	You’re
behaving	like	a	jealous	lover!

But	Roxane	was	 taking	no	notice	of	him,	anyway.	She	 looked	down	at	 the	boy	 sleeping	 in	her	 lap.
“Brianna	was	furious	when	she	heard	I	was	going	to	ride	after	her	father,”	she	said.	“I	only	hope	Cosimo
will	look	after	her	and	won’t	begin	his	war	before	I	get	back.”

Fenoglio	made	no	reply	to	that.	Why	tell	her	about	Cosimo’s	plans?	To	make	her	even	more	anxious?
No.	He	 took	out	 the	 letter	 for	Meggie	 from	under	his	cloak.	Written	words	 that	could	become	sound,	a
mighty	sound…He	had	never	before	made	Rosenquartz	seal	a	letter	so	carefully.



“This	letter	can	save	Meggie’s	parents,”	he	said	urgently.	“It	can	save	her	father.	It	can	save	us	all,	so
take	good	care	of	it!”

Roxane	turned	the	sealed	parchment	this	way	and	that,	as	if	it	seemed	to	her	too	small	for	such	great
claims.	“I	never	heard	of	a	letter	that	could	open	the	dungeons	of	the	Castle	of	Night,”	she	said.	“Do	you
think	it’s	right	to	give	the	girl	false	hopes?”

“They	aren’t	false,”	said	Fenoglio,	rather	hurt	to	find	that	she	had	so	little	faith	in	his	words.
“Very	well.	If	I	find	Dustfinger,	and	the	girl	is	still	with	him,	she’ll	get	your	letter.”	Roxane	stroked

her	son’s	hair	again,	very	gently,	as	if	to	brush	away	a	leaf.	“Does	she	love	her	father?”
“Yes.	Yes,	she	loves	him	very	much.”
“My	daughter	 loves	hers,	 too.	Brianna	loves	him	so	much	that	she	won’t	speak	a	word	to	him	now.

When	he	went	away	in	the	old	days,	when	he	just	used	to	go	into	the	forest	or	down	to	the	sea,	anywhere
that	fire	or	the	wind	happened	to	lure	him,	she	would	try	to	run	after	him	on	her	little	feet.	I	don’t	think	he
even	noticed,	he	always	disappeared	so	fast,	quick	as	a	fox	that	has	stolen	a	chicken.	But	she	loved	him
all	the	same.	Why?	That	boy	loves	him,	too.	He	even	thinks	Dustfinger	needs	him,	but	he	needs	no	one,
only	fire.”

Fenoglio	looked	thoughtfully	at	her.	“You’re	wrong,”	he	said.	“He	was	wretchedly	unhappy	when	he
was	away.	You	should	have	seen	him.”

She	eyed	him	incredulously.	“You	know	where	he	was?”
Now	what?	Old	fool	that	he	was,	what	had	he	said	this	time?	“Well,	yes,”	he	stammered.	“Yes.	Yes,	I

was	there	myself.”	He	needed	some	lies,	and	where	were	they?	The	truth	wasn’t	going	to	be	much	use	this
time.	A	few	good	lies	were	needed	to	explain	everything.	Why	shouldn’t	he	find	a	few	good	words	for
Dustfinger	for	a	change	-	even	if	he	envied	him	his	wife?

“He	says	he	couldn’t	come	back.”	She	didn’t	believe	it,	but	you	could	tell	from	Roxane’s	voice	how
much	she	wished	she	did.

“That’s	exactly	how	 it	was!	He	had	a	bad	 time!	Capricorn	 set	Basta	on	him,	 they	 took	him	 far,	 far
away	and	tried	to	make	him	tell	them	how	to	talk	with	fire.”	Here	came	the	lies	now,	and	they	might	even
be	 close	 to	 the	 truth,	 who	 could	 say?	 “Believe	 me,	 Basta	 took	 his	 revenge	 for	 your	 preference	 for
Dustfinger!	They	shut	him	away	for	years,	and	he	finally	escaped,	but	they	soon	found	him	and	beat	him
half	to	death.”	Meggie	had	told	him	that	part.	A	little	of	the	truth	couldn’t	hurt,	and	Roxane	didn’t	have	to
know	that	it	was	because	of	Resa.	“It	was	dreadful,	dreadful!”	Fenoglio	felt	the	pleasure	of	storytelling
run	away	with	him,	the	pleasure	of	watching	Roxane’s	eyes	widen	as	she	hung	on	his	lips,	waiting	eagerly
for	 his	 next	 words.	 Should	 he	make	Dustfinger	 a	 little	 villainous	 after	 all?	 No,	 he’d	 killed	 him	 once
already,	he’d	do	him	a	 favor	 today.	He	would	make	his	wife	 forgive	him,	once	and	 for	all,	 for	 staying
away	those	ten	years.	Sometimes	I	can	be	a	truly	benevolent	person,	thought	Fenoglio.

“He	 thought	 he’d	 die.	He	 thought	 he’d	 never	 see	 you	 again,	 and	 that	was	 the	worst	 of	 it	 for	 him.”
Fenoglio	had	to	clear	his	throat.	He	was	moved	by	his	own	words	-	and	so	was	Roxane.	Oh	yes,	he	saw
the	distrust	disappear	 from	her	eyes,	he	saw	 them	soften	with	 love.	“After	 that	he	wandered	 in	strange
lands,	like	a	dog	turned	out	of	doors,	looking	for	a	way	that	would	take	him	not	to	Basta	or	Capricorn	but
to	you.”	The	words	were	coming	as	if	of	their	own	accord	now.	As	if	he	really	knew	what	Dustfinger	had
felt	all	those	years.	“He	was	forlorn,	truly	forlorn,	his	heart	was	cold	as	a	stone	from	loneliness.	There
was	no	room	in	it	for	anything	but	longing	-	longing	for	you.	And	for	his	daughter.”

“He	had	two	daughters.”	Roxane’s	voice	was	almost	inaudible.
Damn	it,	he’d	forgotten	that.	Two	daughters,	of	course!	But	Roxane	was	so	rapt	with	his	words	that	his

mistake	didn’t	break	the	spell.
“How	do	you	know	all	this?”	she	asked.	“He	never	told	me	you	knew	each	other	so	well.”
Oh,	no	one	knows	him	better,	thought	Fenoglio.	I	can	assure	you,	my	beauty,	no	one	knows	him	better.
Roxane	pushed	her	black	hair	back	 from	her	 face.	Fenoglio	saw	a	 trace	of	gray	 in	 it,	as	 if	 she	had



combed	it	with	a	dusty	comb.	“I	shall	ride	early	in	the	morning,”	she	said.
“Excellent.”	Fenoglio	drew	his	horse	to	his	side.	Why	was	it	so	difficult	to	get	onto	these	creatures

with	 anything	 like	 elegance?	 “Look	 after	 yourself,”	 he	 said,	when	 he	was	 finally	 on	 the	 horse’s	 back.
“And	the	letter,	too.	And	give	Meggie	my	love.	Tell	her	everything	will	be	all	right.	I	promise.”

As	he	rode	away	she	stood	beside	her	sleeping	son,	looking	thoughtful,	and	watched	him	go.	He	really
did	hope	she	would	find	Dustfinger,	and	it	wasn’t	just	that	he	wanted	Meggie	to	get	his	words.	No.	A	little
happiness	 in	 this	 story	 couldn’t	hurt,	 and	Roxane	was	not	happy	without	Dustfinger.	That	was	 the	way
he’d	fixed	it.

He	doesn’t	deserve	her,	all	the	same,	thought	Fenoglio	again	as	he	rode	toward	the	lights	of	Ombra,
which	were	neither	as	bright	nor	as	many	as	the	lights	of	his	old	world	but	were	at	least	equally	inviting.
Soon	 the	houses	behind	 the	protecting	walls	would	be	without	 their	menfolk.	They	would	all	be	going
with	Cosimo,	including	Minerva’s	husband	-	although	she	had	begged	him	to	stay	-	and	the	cobbler	whose
workshop	was	next	to	his.	Even	the	rag-collector	who	went	around	every	Tuesday	was	going	to	fight	the
Adderhead.	Would	they	follow	Cosimo	as	willingly	if	I’d	made	him	ugly?	Fenoglio	wondered.	Ugly	as
the	Adderhead	with	his	butcher’s	face?	No,	people	find	it	easier	to	believe	that	a	man	with	a	handsome
face	 has	 good	 intentions,	 so	 he	 had	 done	 well	 to	 put	 an	 angel	 on	 the	 throne.	 Yes,	 that	 was	 clever,
extremely	clever.	Fenoglio	caught	himself	humming	quietly	as	the	horse	carried	him	past	the	guards.	They
let	him	in	without	a	word,	their	prince’s	poet,	the	man	who	put	their	world	into	words	and	had	made	it	out
of	words.	Bow	your	heads	to	Fenoglio!

The	guards	would	go	with	Cosimo,	too,	and	the	soldiers	up	in	the	castle,	and	the	grooms	who	were
hardly	as	old	as	the	boy	who	went	around	with	Dustfinger.	Even	Minerva’s	son	Ivo	would	have	gone	if
she	had	let	him.	They’ll	all	come	back,	thought	Fenoglio,	as	he	rode	toward	the	stables.	Or	most	of	them,
at	least.	It	will	end	well,	I	know	it	will.	Not	just	well,	but	very	well	indeed!



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
52	Angry	Orpheus

All	words	are	written	in	the	same	ink,	“flower”	and	“power,”	say,	are	much	the	same,	and	though	I
might	write	“blood,	blood,	blood”	all	over	the	page,	the	paper	would	not	be	stained	nor	would	I	bleed.

Philippe	Jaccottet,	“Chant	d’en	Bas”
Elinor	 lay	 on	 her	 air	 mattress	 staring	 at	 the	 ceiling.	 She	 had	 quarreled	 with	 Orpheus	 again,	 even

though	she	knew	she’d	be	punished	with	 the	cellar.	Sent	 to	bed	early,	Elinor!	 she	 thought	bitterly.	That
was	how	her	father	used	to	punish	her	as	a	child	when	he	caught	her	yet	again	with	a	book	that	he	didn’t
think	she	should	be	reading	at	her	age.	Sent	to	bed	early,	sometimes	at	five	in	the	afternoon.	It	had	been
particularly	 bad	 in	 summer,	when	 the	 birds	were	 singing	 and	 her	 sister	was	 playing	 outside	 under	 the
window	-	her	sister	who	didn’t	care	for	books	at	all,	but	liked	nothing	so	much	as	telling	tales	on	Elinor
when,	instead	of	playing	with	her,	she	buried	her	head	in	a	book	that	her	father	had	said	she	mustn’t	read.

“Elinor,	please	don’t	quarrel	with	Orpheus!”	Darius	had	tried	drumming	that	into	her	so	often,	but	no,
she	just	couldn’t	control	her	temper!	How	could	she	be	expected	to,	when	his	wretched	dog	slobbered	all
over	 some	of	 her	most	 valuable	 books	 because	 his	master	 never	 thought	 of	 putting	 them	back	 on	 their
shelves	when	he’d	had	his	fun	with	them?

Recently,	however,	he	hadn’t	been	taking	any	more	books	off	the	shelves,	not	one.	That	at	least	was	a
small	 comfort.	 “He	 just	 reads	 Inkheart,”	Darius	had	whispered	 to	her	as	 they	were	washing	 the	dishes
together	in	the	kitchen.	Her	dishwasher	had	broken	down.	As	if	it	wasn’t	bad	enough	to	be	working	as	a
kitchen	maid	in	her	own	house,	now	her	hands	were	all	swollen	with	washing-up	water!	“He	seems	to	be
looking	for	words,”	Darius	whispered.	“Then	he	puts	them	together	differently,	writes	them	down,	writes
and	writes;	 the	wastepaper	 basket	 is	 brimming	 over.	He	 keeps	 on	 trying,	 and	 then	 he	 reads	what	 he’s
written	out	loud,	and	when	nothing	happens	…”

“Yes?	Then	what?”
“Oh,	nothing,”	Darius	had	said	evasively,	scrubbing	away	industriously	at	a	pan	encrusted	with	fat,

but	Elinor	knew	that	if	it	was	“nothing”	he	wouldn’t	have	turned	so	embarrassed	and	silent.
“Then	what?”	 she	 repeated	 -	 and	Darius,	 blushing	 to	 his	 ears,	 had	 finally	 told	 her.	 Then	Orpheus

threw	her	books,	her	wonderful	books,	at	the	walls.	He	flung	them	on	the	floor	in	his	rage	-	now	and	then
one	even	sailed	out	of	the	window	-	and	all	because	he	couldn’t	do	what	Meggie	had	done.	Inkheart	was
closed	to	him,	however	lovingly	he	cooed	and	implored	in	his	velvety	voice,	reading	and	rereading	the
sentences	he	so	longed	to	slip	between.

Of	course,	she	had	run	straight	off	when	she	next	heard	him	shouting.	She’d	gone	to	save	her	printed
children.	“No!”	Orpheus	had	yelled,	so	loudly	that	you	could	hear	him	in	the	kitchen.	“No,	no,	no!	Let	me
in,	you	thrice-accursed	thing!	I	sent	Dustfinger	back	into	you!	Can’t	you	understand	that?	What	would	you
be	without	him?	I	gave	you	back	Mortola	and	Basta!	I’ve	earned	my	reward,	haven’t	I?”

The	 man	 built	 like	 a	 wardrobe	 wasn’t	 standing	 outside	 the	 library	 door	 to	 stop	 Elinor.	 He	 was
probably	roaming	the	house	yet	again,	to	see	if	he	could	find	something	worth	stealing	after	all.	Not	in	a
hundred	years	would	it	have	occurred	to	him	that	the	books	were	by	far	the	most	valuable	things	in	the
place.	Later,	Elinor	couldn’t	remember	the	names	she	had	called	Orpheus.	She	remembered	only	the	book
he	was	holding	 in	his	 raised	hand,	 a	 beautiful	 edition	of	 the	poems	of	William	Blake.	And	 for	 all	 her
furious	 insults,	 he	 threw	 it	 out	 of	 the	window,	while	 the	wardrobe-man	 grabbed	 her	 from	 behind	 and
dragged	her	to	the	cellar	stairs.



Oh,	Meggie!	thought	Elinor	as	she	lay	on	the	air	mattress,	staring	up	at	the	crumbling	plaster	on	her
cellar	ceiling.	Why	didn’t	you	take	me	with	you?	Why	didn’t	you	at	least	ask	if	I’d	like	to	come,	too?



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
53	The	Barn	Owl

And	every	doctor	must	 know	 that	God	has	 set	 a	 great	mystery	 in	 the	plants,	 if	 only	because	of	 the
spirits	and	wild	fancies	that	cast	men	into	despair,	and	this	aid	comes	not	from	the	Devil	but	from	Nature.

Paracelsus,	Works
The	 sea.	Meggie	hadn’t	 seen	 it	 since	 the	day	 they	drove	back	 from	Capricorn’s	village	 to	Elinor’s

house	with	the	fairies	and	brownies	who	were	nothing	but	ashes	now.	“This	is	where	the	physician	whom
I	told	you	about	lives,”	said	Dustfinger,	when	the	bay	appeared	beyond	the	trees.	It	was	beautiful.	The	sun
made	the	water	shimmer	like	green	glass,	foaming	glass	constantly	shaped	by	the	wind	into	new	folds.	It
was	 a	 strong	wind,	 driving	 veils	 of	 cloud	 over	 the	 blue	 sky,	 and	 it	 carried	 a	 scent	 of	 salt	 and	 distant
islands.	It	would	have	gladdened	the	heart	but	for	the	bare	hill	in	the	distance	rising	above	the	wooded
slopes,	and	the	castle	on	the	top	of	the	hill,	broad	and	heavy	as	its	master’s	face,	in	spite	of	its	silvered
rooftops	and	battlements.	“Yes,	there	it	 is,”	said	Dustfinger	when	he	saw	Meggie’s	look	of	alarm.	“The
Castle	of	Night.	And	the	hill	where	it	stands	is	called	Mount	Adder,	what	else?	Bare	as	an	old	man’s	bald
head,	 so	no	one	can	come	close	under	 the	cover	of	 trees.	But	don’t	worry,	 it’s	not	quite	as	close	as	 it
looks.”

“The	towers,”	said	Farid.	“Are	they	really	all	pure	silver?”
“Oh	yes,”	said	Dustfinger.	“Dug	from	the	mountains,	this	one	and	others.	Roast	fowls,	young	women,

fertile	land…and	silver…the	Adderhead	has	a	hearty	appetite	for	many	things.”
A	broad,	sandy	beach	edged	the	bay.	Where	 it	 joined	the	 trees	a	 long	wall	and	a	 tower	rose,	sand-

colored	and	inconspicuous.	There	was	not	a	soul	to	be	seen	on	the	beach,	no	boat	was	drawn	up	on	the
pale	sand,	only	that	building	-	the	low	tower	and	the	long,	tiled	rooftops	hardly	visible	behind	the	wall.	A
path	wound	toward	it	like	a	viper’s	trail,	but	Dustfinger	led	them	around	to	the	back	of	the	building	under
cover	of	the	trees.	He	beckoned	impatiently	to	them	before	disappearing	into	the	shadow	of	the	wall.	The
wood	of	the	door	outside	which	he	was	waiting	for	them	was	weathered,	and	the	bell	hanging	above	it
was	rusty	with	the	salty,	wind.	Wildflowers	grew	near	the	door,	faded	blossoms	and	brown	seed	heads
with	a	fairy	nibbling	at	them.	She	had	paler	skin	than	her	woodland	sisters.

It	all	seemed	so	peaceful.	The	buzz	of	a	wasp	reached	Meggie’s	ear,	mingling	with	the	roaring	of	the
sea,	but	she	remembered	only	too	well	how	peaceful	the	mill	had	looked.	Dustfinger	had	not	forgotten	it,
either.	He	stood	there	listening	intently	before	he	finally	put	out	his	hand	and	pulled	the	chain	of	the	rusty
bell.	His	 leg	was	bleeding	 again	 -	Meggie	 saw	him	press	 his	 hand	 to	 it	 -	 but	 nonetheless	 he	had	kept
urging	them	to	make	haste	on	the	way	to	this	place.	“There’s	no	better	physician,”	was	all	he	would	say
when	Farid	asked	where	he	was	taking	them,	“and	none	we	can	trust	more.	In	addition,	it’s	not	far	from
there	to	the	Castle	of	Night,	and	that’s	where	Meggie	still	wants	to	go,	doesn’t	she?”	He	had	given	them
some	 leaves	 to	 eat,	 downy	 and	 bitter.	 “Get	 them	 down	 inside	 you,”	 he	 said	when	 they	made	 faces	 of
disgust.	“You	can	stay	where	we’re	going	only	if	you	have	at	least	five	of	them	in	your	belly.”

The	wooden	door	opened	just	a	crack,	and	a	woman	peered	through.	“By	all	good	spirits!”	Meggie
heard	her	whisper,	and	then	the	door	opened	and	a	thin,	wrinkled	hand	beckoned	them	in.	The	woman	who
quickly	closed	it	behind	them	again	was	just	as	wrinkled	and	thin	as	her	hand,	and	she	stared	at	Dustfinger
as	if	he	had	fallen	straight	from	heaven.

“Yesterday!	He	said	so	yesterday!”	she	exclaimed.	“You	wait	and	see,	Bella,	he’s	back,	that’s	what	he
said.	Who	else	would	have	set	the	mill	ablaze?	Who	else	talks	to	fire?	He	didn’t	get	a	wink	of	sleep	all



night.	He	was	worried,	but	you’re	all	right,	aren’t	you?	What’s	the	matter	with	your	leg?”
Dustfinger	put	a	finger	to	his	mouth,	but	Meggie	saw	that	he	was	smiling.	“It	could	be	better,”	he	said

quietly.	“And	you	talk	as	fast	as	ever,	Bella,	but	could	you	take	us	to	the	Barn	Owl	now?”
“Yes,	 yes,	 of	 course!”	Bella	 sounded	 slightly	 injured.	 “I	 suppose	 you	 have	 that	 horrible	marten	 in

there?”	she	inquired,	with	a	distrustful	look	at	Dustfinger’s	backpack.	“Don’t	you	go	letting	him	out.”
“Of	course	not,”	Dustfinger	assured	her,	casting	a	glance	at	Farid,	which	obviously	warned	him	to	say

nothing	about	the	second	marten	asleep	in	his	own	backpack.
Without	 another	 word,	 the	 old	 woman	 beckoned	 them	 to	 follow	 her	 down	 a	 dark,	 unadorned

colonnade.	She	 took	 small,	 hasty	 footsteps,	 as	 if	 she	were	a	 squirrel	wearing	a	 long	dress	of	 coarsely
woven	fabric.	“A	good	thing	you	came	around	the	back	way,”	she	said	in	a	lowered	voice	as	she	led	them
past	a	series	of	closed	doors.	“I’m	afraid	the	Adderhead	has	ears	even	here	now,	but	luckily	he	doesn’t
pay	his	informers	well	enough	for	them	to	work	in	the	wing	where	we	treat	infectious	cases.	I	hope	you
gave	those	two	enough	of	the	leaves?”

“Yes,	 indeed.”	 Dustfinger	 nodded,	 but	 Meggie	 saw	 that	 he	 looked	 around	 uneasily	 and
inconspicuously	put	another	of	the	leaves	that	he	had	given	them	into	his	own	mouth.	Not	until	they	passed
the	fragile	figures	sunning	themselves	in	the	courtyard	around	which	the	colonnade	ran	did	Meggie	realize
just	where	Dustfinger	had	brought	 them.	 It	was	 an	 infirmary.	Farid	put	his	hand	 to	his	mouth	 in	horror
when	they	met	an	old	man	who	looked	as	pale	as	if	Death	had	come	for	him	long	ago,	and	he	replied	to
the	man’s	toothless	smile	with	only	a	frightened	nod.

“Don’t	look	as	if	you	were	about	to	fall	down	dead!”	Dustfinger	whispered	to	him,	although	he	didn’t
look	particularly	comfortable	here,	either.	“Your	fingers	will	be	well	tended	here,	and	moreover	we’ll	be
relatively	safe,	which	is	more	than	can	be	said	for	many	places	on	this	side	of	the	forest.”

“Yes,	 if	 there’s	 one	 thing	 the	Adderhead	 fears,”	 added	Bella	 in	 knowing	 tones,	 “it’s	 death	 and	 the
diseases	that	lead	to	it.	All	the	same,	you	shouldn’t	let	either	the	patients	or	the	nurses	here	see	more	of
you	than	they	must.	If	there’s	one	thing	I’ve	learned	in	life	it’s	never	to	trust	anyone.	Except	the	Barn	Owl,
of	course.”

“And	what	about	me,	Bella?”	asked	Dustfinger.
“You	least	of	all!”	was	her	only	reply.	She	stopped	at	a	plain	wooden	door.	“It’s	a	pity	your	face	is	so

unmistakable,”	 she	 told	 Dustfinger,	 low-voiced,	 “or	 you	 could	 have	 put	 on	 a	 show	 for	 our	 patients.
Nothing	does	the	sick	more	good	than	a	little	pleasure.”	Then	she	knocked	on	the	door	and,	with	a	nod,
stepped	aside.

The	room	on	the	other	side	of	the	door	was	dark,	for	the	only	window	was	half	hidden	behind	stacks
of	books.	It	was	the	kind	of	room	Mo	would	have	loved.	He	liked	books	to	look	as	if	someone	had	only
just	put	them	down.	Quite	unlike	Elinor,	he	saw	nothing	wrong	in	leaving	them	lying	there	open,	waiting
for	the	next	reader.	The	Barn	Owl	seemed	to	feel	the	same.	He	could	hardly	be	spotted	among	all	those
piled	books	 -	 a	 small	man	with	 shortsighted	 eyes	 and	broad	hands.	He	 looked	 to	Meggie	 like	 a	mole,
except	that	his	hair	was	gray.

“Didn’t	 I	 say	 so?”	He	 knocked	 two	 books	 off	 their	 stacks	 as	 he	 hurried	 toward	Dustfinger.	 “He’s
back,”	I	said,	but	they	wouldn’t	believe	it.	Obviously,	the	White	Women	are	letting	more	and	more	of	the
dead	come	back	to	life	these	days!”

The	two	men	embraced.	Then	the	Barn	Owl	took	a	step	back	and	looked	Dustfinger	thoroughly	up	and
down.	The	physician	was	an	old	man,	older	than	Fenoglio,	but	his	eyes	were	as	young	as	Farid’s.	“You
look	all	right,”	he	commented,	pleased.	“Except	for	your	leg.	What’s	the	matter	with	it?	Did	you	get	that
injury	at	the	mill?	One	of	my	women	healers	was	taken	up	to	the	castle	yesterday	to	tend	two	men	bitten
by	fire.	She	brought	back	a	strange	story	about	an	ambush	and	a	horned	marten	that	spits	fire.	…”

Up	to	the	castle?	Instinctively,	Meggie	moved	toward	the	physician.	“Did	she	see	the	prisoners,	too?”
she	 interrupted	 him.	 “They	would	 just	 have	 been	 taken	 there	 -	 strolling	 players,	men	 and	women.	My



mother	and	father	are	with	them.”
The	Barn	Owl	 looked	at	her	sympathetically.	“Are	you	the	girl	 that	 the	Black	Prince’s	men	told	me

about?	Your	father	-“
“-	is	the	man	they	take	for	the	Bluejay.”	Dustfinger	finished	the	sentence.	“Do	you	know	how	he	and

the	other	prisoners	are?”
Before	the	Barn	Owl	could	answer,	a	girl	put	her	head	around	the	door.	She	stared	at	the	strangers	in

alarm.	Her	eyes	lingered	on	Meggie	so	long	that	finally	the	Barn	Owl	cleared	his	throat.
“What	is	it,	Carla?”	he	asked.
The	girl	bit	her	pale	lips	nervously.	“I’m	to	ask	if	we	have	any	eyebright	left,”	she	said	timidly.
“Of	course.	Go	to	Bella	and	she’ll	give	you	some,	but	now	leave	us	alone.”
The	girl	disappeared	with	a	hasty	nod,	but	she	left	the	door	open.	Sighing,	the	Barn	Owl	closed	it	and

then	bolted	it,	too.	“Where	were	we?	Oh	yes,	the	prisoners.	The	physician	responsible	for	the	dungeons	is
looking	after	them.	He’s	useless	at	his	job,	but	who	else	could	stand	it	up	there?	Instead	of	healing	the	sick
he	has	to	preside	over	whippings	and	lashings.	Luckily,	they’re	not	letting	him	near	your	father,	and	the
Adderhead’s	own	physician	isn’t	going	to	soil	his	fingers	on	a	prisoner,	so	my	best	woman	healer	goes	up
to	the	castle	every	day	to	tend	him.”

“How	is	my	father?”	Meggie	tried	not	to	sound	like	a	little	girl	holding	back	her	tears	with	difficulty,
but	she	didn’t	entirely	succeed.

“He’s	badly	wounded,	but	I	think	you	know	that?”
Meggie	nodded.	And	the	tears	came	again,	flowing	and	flowing	as	if	to	wash	it	all	out	of	her	heart:	her

grief,	her	longing,	her	fear.	Farid	put	his	arm	around	her	shoulders,	but	that	just	reminded	her	of	Mo	even
more	 -	 of	 all	 the	 years	 he	 had	 protected	 her	 and	 held	 her	 close.	And	 now	 that	 he	was	 in	 trouble,	 she
wasn’t	with	him.

“He’s	lost	a	great	deal	of	blood,	and	he’s	still	weak,	but	he’s	doing	well	-	much	better,	anyway,	than
we	let	the	Adderhead	know.”	You	could	tell	from	the	Barn	Owl’s	voice	that	he	often	had	to	talk	to	people
who	were	anxious	about	those	they	loved.	“My	healer	has	advised	him	not	to	let	anyone	notice,	to	give	us
more	time.	But	at	the	moment	there	really	is	nothing	for	you	to	worry	about.”

Meggie’s	 heart	 soared.	 It	 will	 be	 all	 right,	 something	 inside	 her	 said	 -	 for	 the	 first	 time	 since
Dustfinger	had	given	her	Resa’s	note.	Everything	will	be	all	 right!	Feeling	embarrassed,	she	wiped	 the
tears	off	her	face.

“The	weapon	 that	wounded	your	 father	 -	my	healer	 says	 it	must	be	a	 terrible	 thing,”	 the	Barn	Owl
continued.	“I	hope	the	Adderhead’s	armorers	are	not	working	on	some	diabolical	invention	in	secret!”

“No,	 that	weapon	was	 from	a	very	different	place.”	And	nothing	good	comes	 from	 that	place,	 said
Dustfinger’s	 face,	but	Meggie	didn’t	want	 to	 think	of	what	a	rifle	could	do	 to	 this	world	 just	now.	Her
thoughts	were	with	Mo.

“My	father,”	she	told	the	Barn	Owl,	“would	like	this	room	very	much.	He	loves	books,	and	yours	are
really	beautiful.	Although	he’d	probably	tell	you	that	some	of	them	needed	rebinding,	and	that	one	won’t
live	much	longer	if	you	don’t	soon	do	something	about	the	beetles	eating	it.”

The	Barn	Owl	picked	up	the	book	she	had	pointed	out	and	caressed	the	pages	just	as	Mo	always	did.
“The	Bluejay	loves	books?”	he	asked.	“Unusual	for	a	robber.”

“He’s	not	a	robber,”	said	Meggie.	“He’s	a	doctor	like	you,	only	he	heals	books	instead	of	people.”
“Really?	Then	is	it	true	that	the	Adderhead	had	captured	the	wrong	man?	In	that	case,	I	suppose	when

they	say	your	father	killed	Capricorn,	that	isn’t	true,	either?”
“Oh	 yes,	 that’s	 true.”	Dustfinger	 looked	 out	 of	 the	window	 as	 if	 he	 saw	 the	 scene	 of	 Capricorn’s

festivities	outside.	“And	all	he	needed	to	do	it	was	his	voice.	You	ought	to	get	him	or	his	daughter	to	read
to	you	sometime.	Afterward,	I	assure	you,	you’ll	see	your	books	in	a	very	different	light.	You	might	well
close	and	padlock	them.”



“Really?”	The	Barn	Owl	looked	at	Meggie	with	great	interest,	as	if	he	would	like	to	hear	more	about
Capricorn’s	death,	but	 there	was	another	knock.	This	 time	a	man’s	voice	came	through	the	bolted	door.
“Will	you	come,	master?	We’ve	prepared	everything,	but	it	will	be	better	if	you	make	the	incision.”

Meggie	saw	Farid	turn	pale.	“Just	coming!”	said	the	Barn	Owl.	“You	go	ahead.	I	hope	I	can	welcome
your	father	to	this	room	someday,”	he	said	to	Meggie	as	he	went	to	the	door.	“For	you’re	right:	My	books
could	certainly	do	with	a	doctor.	Does	 the	Black	Prince	have	any	plans	 for	 the	prisoners?”	He	 looked
inquiringly	at	Dustfinger.

“No.	 No,	 I	 don’t	 think	 so.	 Have	 you	 heard	 anything	 about	 the	 other	 captives?	Meggie’s	mother	 is
among	them.”	It	gave	Meggie	a	pang	that	Dustfinger,	and	not	she,	had	been	the	one	to	ask	about	Resa.

“No,	I	don’t	know	anything	about	the	others,”	replied	the	Barn	Owl.	“But	now	you	must	excuse	me.	I
am	sure	Bella’s	already	told	you	that	you	had	better	keep	to	this	part	of	the	building.	The	Adderhead	is
spending	more	and	more	of	his	silver	on	informers.	No	place	in	Argenta	is	safe	from	them,	not	even	this
one.”

“I	 know.”	Dustfinger	 picked	 up	 one	 of	 the	 books	 lying	 on	 the	Barn	Owl’s	 table.	 It	was	 an	 herbal.
Meggie	could	 imagine	how	Elinor	would	have	 looked	at	 it	 -	 full	of	 longing	 to	own	 it	 -	and	Mo	would
have	run	a	finger	over	the	painted	pages	as	if	he	could	feel	the	brush	that	had	conjured	up	the	fine	lines	of
the	pictures	on	paper.	But	what	was	Dustfinger	thinking	of?	The	herbs	in	Roxane’s	fields?	“Believe	me,	I
wouldn’t	have	come	here	but	for	what	happened	at	the	mill,”	he	said.	“No	one	would	want	to	bring	danger
to	this	place,	but	we’ll	be	gone	again	this	very	day.”

However,	 the	Barn	Owl	wouldn’t	hear	of	 it.	 “Nonsense,	you	must	 stay	until	your	 leg	and	 the	boy’s
fingers	are	better,”	he	said.	“You	know	how	glad	I	am	you	came.	And	I’m	glad	you	have	the	boy	with	you,
too.	Did	you	know,”	he	asked,	turning	to	Farid,	“he’s	never	had	a	pupil	before?	I	was	always	telling	him
that	a	master	must	pass	on	his	art,	but	he	wouldn’t	listen	to	me.	I	pass	mine	on	to	many,	and	that’s	why	I
must	leave	you	now.	I	have	to	show	a	pupil	how	to	cut	off	a	foot	without	killing	the	man	it’s	attached	to.”

Farid	stared	at	him,	horrified.	“Cut	it	off?”	he	whispered.	“How	do	you	mean,	cut	it	off?”	But	the	Barn
Owl	had	already	closed	the	door	behind	him.

“Didn’t	 I	 tell	 you?”	 said	 Dustfinger,	 feeling	 his	 injured	 thigh.	 “The	 Barn	 Owl	 is	 a	 first-class
sawbones.	But	I	think	we’ll	be	allowed	to	keep	our	own	fingers	and	feet.”

After	Bella	had	treated	Farid’s	blisters	and	Dustfinger’s	leg,	she	took	them	to	a	remote	room,	close	to
the	door	through	which	they	had	entered	the	building.	Meggie	liked	the	prospect	of	sleeping	under	a	roof
again,	but	Farid	was	not	at	all	comfortable	with	the	idea.	Looking	unhappy,	he	squatted	on	the	lavender-
strewn	floor,	chewing	one	of	the	bitter	leaves	with	determination.	“Can’t	we	sleep	on	the	beach	tonight?	I
should	think	the	sand	would	be	nice	and	soft,”	he	asked	Dustfinger,	who	was	stretching	out	on	one	of	the
straw	mattresses.	“Or	in	the	forest?”

“If	you	like,”	replied	Dustfinger.	“But	let	me	sleep	now.	And	stop	looking	as	if	I’d	brought	you	among
cannibals,	or	I	won’t	show	you	what	I	promised	tomorrow	night.”

“Tomorrow?”	Farid	spat	out	the	leaf	into	his	hand.	“Why	not	tonight?”
“Because	 it’s	 too	windy	now,”	said	Dustfinger,	 turning	his	back	on	him,	“and	because	my	damn	leg

hurts…Do	you	need	any	more	reasons?”
Remorsefully,	Farid	shook	his	head,	put	the	leaf	back	in	his	mouth,	and	stared	at	the	door	as	if	Death

in	person	might	walk	in	any	moment.	But	Meggie	just	sat	there	in	the	bare	room,	repeating	to	herself,	over
and	over,	what	the	Barn	Owl	had	said	about	Mo:	He’s	doing	well	-	much	better,	anyway,	than	we	let	the
Adderhead	know…At	the	moment	there	really	is	nothing	for	you	to	worry	about.

When	twilight	fell,	Dustfinger	limped	outside.	He	leaned	against	a	column	and	looked	up	at	 the	hill
where	the	Castle	of	Night	stood.	Never	moving,	he	gazed	at	the	silver	towers	-	and	Meggie	asked	herself,
for	 what	 was	 surely	 the	 hundredth	 time,	 if	 he	 was	 helping	 her	 only	 for	 her	 mother’s	 sake.	 Perhaps
Dustfinger	himself	didn’t	know.
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54	In	the	Dungeon	of	the	Castle	of	Night

They	say:
Speak	for	us	(to	whom?)
Some	say:	Avenge	us	(on	whom?)
Some	say:	Take	our	place.
Some	say:	Witness
Others	say	(and	these	are	women)
Be	happy	for	us.
Margaret	Atwood,	“Down,”	Eating	Fire
Mina	was	crying	again.	Resa	took	the	other	woman	in	her	arms	as	if	she	were	still	a	child,	hummed	a

tune,	and	rocked	her	as	she	sometimes	rocked	Meggie,	although	by	now	her	daughter	was	almost	as	tall	as
Resa	herself.

A	girl	 came	 twice	a	day,	a	 thin,	nervous	 little	 thing,	younger	 than	Meggie,	 to	bring	 them	bread	and
water.	Sometimes	there	was	porridge,	too,	cold	and	sticky,	but	it	filled	the	stomach	-	and	reminded	Resa
of	 the	 days	when	Mortola	 had	 locked	 her	 up	 for	 something	 she	 had	 or	 hadn’t	 done.	The	 porridge	 had
tasted	just	like	this.	When	she	asked	the	girl	about	the	Bluejay,	the	child	just	ducked	her	head	in	fright	and
left	Resa	 in	 fear	 -	 the	 fear	 that	Mo	was	 dead	 by	 now,	 that	 they	 had	 hanged	 him,	 up	 there	 in	 the	 huge
courtyard,	and	the	last	thing	he	had	seen	in	this	world	was	not	her	face	but	the	silver	vipers’	heads	with
their	tongues	licking	down	from	the	walls.	Sometimes	she	saw	it	all	so	clearly	in	her	mind’s	eye	that	she
put	her	hands	over	her	eyes,	but	the	pictures	were	still	there.	And	the	darkness	around	her	made	her	think
it	could	all	have	been	a	dream:	 that	moment	at	Capricorn’s	 festivities	when	she	had	suddenly	seen	Mo
standing	beside	Meggie,	the	year	in	Elinor’s	house,	all	that	happiness	-	just	a	dream.

At	least	she	was	not	alone.	Even	if	the	glances	of	the	others	were	often	hostile,	their	voices	brought
her	 out	 of	 her	 dark	 thoughts	 for	 a	 brief	while.	Now	and	 then	 someone	 told	 a	 story,	 to	 keep	 them	 from
hearing	the	weeping	from	the	other	cells,	the	scurrying	of	rats,	the	screams,	the	stammering	voices	that	had
long	since	ceased	to	make	sense.	Usually,	it	was	the	women	who	told	stories.	Stories	of	love	and	death,
betrayal	 and	 friendship,	 but	 they	 all	 ended	 happily,	 lights	 in	 the	 darkness,	 like	 the	 candles	 in	 Resa’s
pocket	with	wicks	that	had	now	become	damp.	Resa	told	fairy	tales	that	Mo	had	read	aloud	to	her	long,
long	ago,	when	Meggie’s	fingers	were	still	soft	and	tiny,	and	the	written	word	held	no	terrors	for	any	of
them	yet.	As	for	the	strolling	players,	they	told	tales	of	the	world	around	them:	of	Cosimo	the	Fair	and	his
battle	with	the	fire-raisers,	of	the	Black	Prince	and	how	he	found	his	bear,	and	his	friend	the	fire-dancer,
the	man	who	made	sparks	rain	down	and	fiery	flowers	blossom	in	the	darkest	night.	Benedicta	sang	a	song
about	him	 in	a	 soft	voice,	a	beautiful	 song,	and	 in	 the	end	even	Twofingers	 joined	 in,	until	 the	warder
banged	his	stick	against	the	bars	and	told	them	to	keep	quiet.

“I	 saw	him	once,”	whispered	Benedicta	when	 the	warder	 had	gone	 away	 again.	 “Many	years	 ago,
when	I	was	a	little	girl.	It	was	wonderful.	The	fire	was	so	bright	that	even	my	eyes	could	see	it.	They	say
he’s	dead.”

“No,	 he	 isn’t,”	 said	 Resa	 quietly.	 “Who	 do	 you	 think	made	 the	 tree	 across	 the	 road	 burn?”	 They
looked	at	her	so	incredulously!	But	she	was	too	tired	to	tell	them	any	more.	She	was	too	tired	to	explain
anything.	Let	me	go	to	my	husband,	that	was	all	she	wanted	to	say.	Let	me	go	to	my	child.	Don’t	tell	me
any	more	stories;	tell	me	how	they	are.	Please.



Someone	did	at	last	give	her	news	of	Meggie	and	Mo,	but	Resa	would	rather	have	heard	it	from	any
other	mouth.

The	others	were	asleep	when	Mortola	came.	She	had	two	soldiers	with	her.	Resa	was	awake,	because
she	was	seeing	those	pictures	again,	pictures	of	Mo	being	brought	into	the	courtyard,	having	the	rope	put
around	his	neck…He’s	dead,	and	she	has	come	to	 tell	me!	That	was	her	 first	 thought	when	 the	Magpie
stood	before	her	with	a	triumphant	smile.

“Well,	well,	 here’s	 our	 faithless	maid!”	 said	Mortola	 as	Resa	 got	 to	 her	 feet	with	 difficulty.	 “You
seem	to	be	as	much	of	a	witch	as	your	daughter.	How	have	you	kept	him	alive?	Perhaps	I	took	aim	a	little
too	hastily.	Never	mind.	A	few	more	weeks	and	he’ll	be	strong	enough	for	his	execution!”

Alive.
Resa	 turned	her	head	away	 so	 that	Mortola	wouldn’t	 see	 the	 smile	 that	 stole	over	her	 lips,	but	 the

Magpie	was	not	looking	at	her	face.	She	was	enjoying	the	sight	of	her	torn	dress	and	bleeding,	bare	feet.
“The	Bluejay!”	Mortola	lowered	her	voice.	“Of	course,	I	haven’t	told	the	Adderhead	that	he’s	going

to	execute	the	wrong	man	-	why	should	I?	It’s	all	working	out	just	as	I	wanted.	And	I	shall	get	my	hands	on
your	daughter,	too.”

Meggie.	The	sense	of	happiness	that	had	briefly	warmed	Resa’s	heart	disappeared	as	suddenly	as	it
had	come.	Beside	her,	Mina	sat	up,	woken	by	Mortola’s	hoarse	voice.

“Oh	yes,	 I	have	powerful	 friends	 in	 this	world,”	continued	 the	Magpie,	with	a	 self-satisfied	 smile.
“The	Adderhead	has	caught	me	your	husband,	why	wouldn’t	he	catch	me	your	witch	of	a	daughter,	too?
Do	you	know	how	I’ve	convinced	him	 that	 she’s	a	witch?	By	showing	him	a	photograph	of	her.	Yes,	 -
Resa,	I	let	Basta	take	the	photos	of	your	little	darling	with	him,	all	those	pretty	silver-framed	photographs
standing	around	the	bookworm	woman’s	house.	Of	course	 the	Adderhead	 thinks	 they’re	magic	pictures,
mirror	images	captured	on	paper.	His	soldiers	are	afraid	to	touch	them,	but	they’re	showing	them	around
all	 over	 the	 place.	 A	 pity	 we	 can’t	 duplicate	 them	 as	 we	 could	 in	 your	 world!	 But	 fortunately	 your
daughter	 has	 joined	 forces	 with	 Dustfinger,	 and	 there’s	 no	 need	 for	 any	 magic	 picture	 of	 him.	 Every
peasant	has	heard	of	him	-	him	and	his	scars.”

“He’ll	protect	her!”	said	Resa.	She	had	to	say	something.
“Oh	yes?	The	way	he	protected	you?”
Resa	dug	her	fingers	 into	 the	fabric	of	her	dirty	dress.	There	was	no	one,	 in	either	 this	or	 the	other

world,	whom	she	hated	as	much	as	the	Magpie.	Not	even	Basta.	It	was	Mortola	who	had	taught	her	how	to
hate.	“Everything	is	different	here,”	she	managed	to	say.	“Fire	obeys	him	here,	and	he’s	not	alone	as	he
was	in	the	other	world.	He	has	friends.”

“Friends!	Ah,	I	suppose	you	mean	the	other	mountebanks:	the	Black	Prince,	as	he	calls	himself,	and
the	 rest	 of	 that	 rabble!”	Contemptuously,	 the	Magpie	 scanned	 the	 other	 prisoners.	 They	 had	 almost	 all
woken	up.	“Look	at	them,	Resa!”	said	Mortola	spitefully.	“How	are	they	going	to	help	you	out	of	here?
With	a	few	brightly	colored	balls	or	a	couple	of	sentimental	songs?	One	of	them	gave	you	away,	did	you
know	that?	And	as	for	Dustfinger,	what	could	he	do?	Unleash	fire	to	save	you?	It	would	burn	you,	too,	and
he	certainly	won’t	risk	that,	besotted	with	you	as	he	always	was.”	She	leaned	forward	with	a	smile.	“Did
you	ever	tell	your	husband	what	good	friends	you	two	were?”

Resa	did	not	reply.	She	knew	Mortola’s	games.	She	knew	them	very	well.
“What	do	you	think?	Shall	I	tell	him?”	Mortola	whispered,	ready	to	pounce,	like	a	cat	waiting	by	a

mouse	hole.
“Do	that,”	Resa	whispered	back.	“Tell	him.	You	can’t	tell	him	anything	he	doesn’t	know	already.	I’ve

given	him	back	the	years	you	stole	from	us,	word	for	word,	day	after	day.	And	Mo	knows,	too,	that	your
own	son	made	you	live	in	his	cellar	and	let	everyone	think	you	were	only	his	housekeeper.”

Mortola	tried	to	hit	her	in	the	face,	as	she	had	so	often	done	before,	as	she	had	done	to	all	her	maids	-
right	in	the	middle	of	the	face	-	but	Resa	caught	her	hand	before	it	landed.



“He’s	alive,	Mortola!”	she	whispered	 to	 the	Magpie.	“This	 story	 isn’t	over	yet,	and	his	death	 isn’t
written	anywhere	in	it	-	but	my	daughter	will	whisper	yours	in	your	ear	when	she	hears	what	you	did	to
her	father.	You’ll	see	one	day.	And	then	I	shall	watch	you	die.”

This	 time	she	didn’t	manage	to	catch	Mortola’s	hand,	and	her	cheek	was	still	burning	long	after	 the
Magpie	had	gone	away.	She	felt	the	eyes	of	the	other	prisoners	like	fingers	feeling	her	face	when	she	was
sitting	 on	 the	 cold	 ground	 again.	 Mina	 was	 the	 first	 to	 say	 something.	 “Where	 did	 you	 meet	 the	 old
woman?	She	mixed	poisons	for	Capricorn.”

“I	know,”	said	Resa	tonelessly.	“I	belonged	to	her.	For	many	long	years.”
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55	A	LETTER	FROM	FENOGLIO

Is	there	then	a	world
Where	I	rule	absolutely	on	fate?
A	time	I	bind	with	chains	of	signs?
An	existence	become	endless	at	my	bidding?
Wislawa	Szymborska,	“The	Joy	of	Writing,”	View	with	a	Grain	of	Sand
Dustfinger	was	asleep	when	Roxane	arrived.	It	was	already	growing	dark	outside.	Farid	and	Meggie

had	 gone	 out	 to	 the	 beach,	 but	 he	was	 lying	 down	because	 his	 leg	was	 hurting.	When	 he	 saw	Roxane
standing	in	the	doorway	he	thought	at	first	his	imagination	was	playing	tricks	on	him,	as	it	so	often	did	by
night.	After	all,	he	had	once	been	here	with	her,	very	long	ago.	The	room	they	had	then	had	looked	almost
the	same,	and	he	had	been	lying	on	a	straw	mattress	just	like	this,	his	face	slashed	and	sticky	with	his	own
blood.

Roxane	was	wearing	her	hair	loose.	Perhaps	that	was	why	she	woke	the	memory	of	that	other	night.
His	heart	always	seemed	to	miss	a	beat	at	the	mere	thought	of	it.	He	had	been	mad	with	pain	and	fear,	had
crawled	away	like	a	wounded	animal,	until	Roxane	found	him	and	brought	him	here.	At	first	the	Barn	Owl
had	hardly	recognized	him.	He	had	given	him	something	to	drink	that	made	him	sleep,	and	when	he	woke
again	Roxane	had	been	standing	in	the	doorway,	just	as	she	was	standing	now.	When	the	cuts	would	not
heal,	for	all	the	physician’s	skill,	she	had	gone	into	the	forest	with	him,	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	forest
to	find	the	fairies	-	and	she	had	stayed	with	him	until	his	face	was	healed	well	enough	for	him	to	venture
among	other	people	again.	There	could	be	few	men	whose	love	for	a	woman	had	been	written	on	his	face
with	a	knife.

But	what	was	his	greeting	when	she	suddenly	appeared?	“What	are	you	doing	here?”	he	asked.	Then
he	could	have	bitten	off	his	tongue.	Why	didn’t	he	say	how	much	he	had	missed	her,	so	much	that	he	had
almost	turned	back	a	dozen	times?

“Yes,	indeed,	what	am	I	doing	here?”	Roxane	asked	back.	Once	she	would	have	turned	her	back	on
him	for	such	a	question,	but	now	she	just	smiled,	so	mockingly	that	he	felt	as	awkward	as	a	boy.

“Where	have	you	left	Jehan?”
“With	 a	 friend.”	 She	 kissed	 him.	 “What’s	 the	 matter	 with	 your	 leg?	 Fenoglio	 told	 me	 you	 were

wounded.”
“It’s	getting	better.	What	do	you	have	to	do	with	Fenoglio?”
“You	don’t	like	him.	Why	not?”	Roxane	stroked	his	face.	How	beautiful	she	looked.	So	very	beautiful.
“Let’s	just	say	he	had	plans	for	me	that	I	didn’t	care	for	in	the	least.	Has	the	old	man	by	any	chance

given	you	something	for	Meggie?	A	letter,	for	instance?”
Without	a	word,	she	brought	it	out	from	under	her	cloak.	There	the	words	were	-	words	that	wanted	to

come	true.	Roxane	offered	him	the	sealed	parchment,	but	Dustfinger	shook	his	head.	“You’d	better	give
that	to	Meggie,”	he	said.	“She’s	down	on	the	beach.”

Roxane	glanced	at	him	in	surprise.	“You	look	almost	as	if	you	were	afraid	of	a	piece	of	parchment.”
“Yes,”	said	Dustfinger,	reaching	for	her	hand.	“Yes,	I	am.	Particularly	when	Fenoglio’s	been	writing

on	it.	Come	on,	let’s	go	and	look	for	Meggie.”
Meggie	 smiled	 awkwardly	 at	 Roxane	when	 she	 gave	 her	 the	 parchment	 and	 for	 a	moment	 looked

curiously	from	her	to	Dustfinger,	but	 then	she	had	eyes	only	for	Fenoglio’s	letter.	She	broke	the	seal	so



hastily	that	she	almost	tore	the	parchment.	There	were	three	closely	written	sheets.	The	first	was	a	letter
to	her.	When	she	had	read	it	Meggie	put	it	away	under	her	belt,	paying	it	no	further	attention.	The	words
she	had	been	so	eagerly	waiting	for	filled	the	other	two	sheets.	Meggie’s	eyes	traveled	over	the	lines	so
fast	that	Dustfinger	could	hardly	believe	she	was	really	reading	them.	Finally,	she	raised	her	head,	looked
up	at	the	Castle	of	Night	-	and	smiled.

“Well,	what	does	the	old	devil	say?”	asked	Dustfinger.
Meggie	offered	him	the	two	sheets.	“It’s	different	from	what	I	expected.	Quite	different,	but	it’s	good.

Here,	read	it	for	yourself.”
Gingerly,	he	took	the	parchment	in	his	fingertips,	as	if	he	might	burn	himself	on	it	more	easily	than	on

a	flame.	“When	did	you	learn	to	read?”	Roxane’s	voice	sounded	so	surprised	that	he	had	to	smile.
“Meggie’s	mother	taught	me.”	Fool;	why	was	he	telling	her	that?	Roxane	gave	Meggie	a	long	look	as

he	 labored	 to	 decipher	 Fenoglio’s	 handwriting.	 Resa	 had	 usually	written	 in	 capital	 letters,	 to	make	 it
easier	for	him.

“It	could	work,	couldn’t	it?”	Meggie	was	looking	over	his	shoulder.
The	sea	roared	as	if	to	agree	with	her.	Yes,	perhaps	it	really	would	work…Dustfinger	followed	the

written	words	like	a	dangerous	path.	But	it	was	a	path,	and	it	led	right	into	the	middle	of	the	Adderhead’s
heart.	However,	Dustfinger	didn’t	like	the	part	the	old	man	intended	Meggie	to	play.	After	all,	her	mother
had	asked	him	to	take	care	of	her.

Farid	 looked	 unhappily	 at	 the	 letters.	 He	 still	 couldn’t	 read.	 Sometimes	 Dustfinger	 felt	 that	 he
suspected	 those	 tiny	 black	 signs	 of	witchcraft.	What	 else	would	 he	 think	 of	 them,	 indeed,	 after	 all	 his
experiences?	“Come	on!”	Farid	shifted	impatiently	from	foot	to	foot.	“What’s	he	written?”

“Meggie	will	have	to	go	to	the	castle.	Straight	into	the	Adder’s	nest.”
“What?”	Horrified,	the	boy	looked	first	at	him	and	then	at	the	girl.	“But	that’s	impossible!”	He	took

Meggie	by	 the	shoulders	and	 turned	her	 roughly	around	 to	 face	him.	“You	can’t	go	 there.	 It’s	much	 too
dangerous!”

Poor	 boy.	 Of	 course	 she	 would	 go.	 “That’s	 the	 way	 Fenoglio	 has	 written	 it,”	 she	 said,	 removing
Farid’s	hands	from	her	shoulders.

“Leave	her	alone,”	said	Dustfinger,	giving	Meggie	the	sheets	of	parchment	back.	“When	are	you	going
to	read	it	aloud?”

“Now.”
Of	course.	She	didn’t	want	 to	 lose	any	 time,	and	why	should	she?	The	sooner	 the	story	 took	a	new

turn,	the	better.	It	could	hardly	get	worse.
Or	could	it?
“What’s	all	 this	about?”	Roxane	 looked	from	one	 to	another	of	 them,	baffled.	She	scrutinized	Farid

without	 much	 friendliness;	 she	 still	 didn’t	 like	 him.	 Dustfinger	 thought	 that	 wouldn’t	 change	 until
something	convinced	her	that	Farid	was	not	his	son.	“Explain!”	she	said.	“Fenoglio	said	this	letter	could
save	her	parents.	But	what	can	a	letter	do	for	someone	in	a	dungeon	in	the	Castle	of	Night?”

Dustfinger	 stroked	 her	 hair	 back.	He	 liked	 to	 see	 her	wearing	 it	 loose	 again.	 “Listen,”	 he	 said.	 “I
know	it’s	difficult	to	believe,	but	if	anything	can	open	the	dungeon	doors	in	the	Castle	of	Night,	it’s	this
letter	-	and	Meggie’s	voice.	She	can	make	ink	live	and	breathe,	Roxane,	just	as	you	can	bring	a	song	to
life.	Her	father	has	the	same	gift.	If	the	Adderhead	knew	that,	then	I	imagine	he’d	have	hanged	him	long
ago.	The	words	that	Meggie’s	father	used	to	kill	Capricorn	looked	just	as	harmless	as	these.”

The	way	 she	was	 looking	 at	 him!	As	 incredulously	 as	 she	 used	 to	when	 he	 had	 yet	 again	 tried	 to
explain	where	he	had	been	for	weeks	on	end.	“You	mean	magic,	an	inkspell?”	she	whispered.

“No.	I	mean	reading	aloud.”
She	didn’t	understand	a	word	of	this,	of	course,	which	was	not	surprising.	Perhaps	she	would	if	she

heard	Meggie	read,	if	she	saw	the	words	suddenly	trembling	in	the	air,	if	she	could	smell	them,	feel	them



on	her	skin…
“I’d	like	to	be	alone	when	I	read	it,”	said	Meggie,	looking	at	Farid.	Then	she	turned	and	went	back	to

the	infirmary	with	Fenoglio’s	letter	in	her	hand.	Farid	wanted	to	follow	her,	but	Dustfinger	detained	him.
“Let	her!”	he	said.	“Do	you	think	she’ll	disappear	into	the	words?	That’s	nonsense.	We’re	all	up	to

our	necks	in	the	story	she’s	going	to	read	anyway.	She	only	wants	to	make	sure	the	wind	changes,	and	it
will	-	if	the	old	man	has	written	the	right	words!”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
56	The	wrong	Ears

Song	lies	asleep	in	everything	That	dreams	the	day	and	night	away,	And	the	whole	world	itself	will
sing	If	once	the	magic	word	you	say.

Joseph	von	Eichendorff,	“The	Divining	Rod”
Roxane	 brought	 Meggie	 an	 oil	 lamp	 before	 leaving	 her	 alone	 in	 the	 room	 where	 they	 would	 be

sleeping.	“Written	words	need	light,	that’s	the	awkward	thing	about	them,”	she	said.	“But	if	these	words
are	 really	 as	 important	 as	 you	 all	 say,	 I	 can	understand	 that	 you	want	 to	 read	 them	alone.	 I’ve	 always
thought	my	singing	voice	sounds	best	when	I’m	on	my	own,	too.”	She	was	already	in	the	doorway	when
she	added,	“Your	mother	-	do	she	and	Dustfinger	know	each	other	well?”

Meggie	 almost	 replied:	 I	 don’t	 know.	 I	 never	 asked	my	mother.	 But	 at	 last	 she	 said,	 “They	 were
friends.”	She	did	not	mention	the	resentment	she	still	felt	when	she	thought	of	how	Dustfinger	had	known
where	Resa	was,	all	those	years,	and	hadn’t	told	Mo.	But	Roxane	asked	no	more	questions,	anyway.	“If
you	need	any	help,”	was	all	she	said	before	she	left	the	room,	“you’ll	find	me	with	the	Barn	Owl.”

Meggie	waited	until	her	footsteps	along	the	dark	corridor	had	died	away.	Then	she	sat	down	on	one	of
the	straw	mattresses	and	put	the	sheets	of	parchment	on	her	lap.	What	would	it	be	like,	she	couldn’t	help
thinking	as	the	words	lay	spread	out	before	her,	simply	to	do	it	for	fun,	just	once?	What	would	it	be	like	to
feel	 the	magic	of	 the	words	on	her	 tongue	when	 it	wasn’t	 a	matter	of	 life	or	death,	good	or	bad	 luck?
Once,	in	Elinor’s	house,	she	had	been	almost	unable	to	resist	that	temptation,	when	she	had	seen	a	book
that	she’d	loved	as	a	small	child	-	a	book	with	mice	in	frilly	dresses	and	tiny	suits	making	jam	and	going
for	picnics.	She	had	stopped	the	first	word	from	forming	on	her	lips	by	closing	the	book,	though,	because
she’d	suddenly	seen	some	dreadful	pictures	in	her	mind.	One	of	the	dressed-up	mice	in	Elinor’s	garden
surrounded	by	its	wild	relations,	who	would	never	in	a	million	years	dream	of	making	jam.	And	an	image
of	 a	 little	 frilly	 dress,	 complete	with	 a	 gray	 tail,	 in	 the.	 jaws	 of	 one	 of	 the	 cats	 that	 regularly	 roamed
among	Elinor’s	 rhododendron	bushes.	Meggie	had	never	brought	anything	out	of	 the	words	on	 the	page
just	for	fun,	and	she	wasn’t	going	to	do	it	this	evening,	either.

“The	whole	secret,	Meggie,”	Mo	had	once	told	her,	“is	in	the	breathing.	It	gives	your	voice	strength
and	 fills	 it	with	your	 life.	And	not	 just	yours.	Sometimes	 it	 feels	 as	 if	when	you	 take	a	breath	you	are
breathing	in	everything	around	you,	everything	that	makes	up	the	world	and	moves	it,	and	then	it	all	flows
into	the	words.”	She	tried	it.	She	tried	to	breathe	as	calmly	and	deeply	as	the	sea	-	the	sound	of	the	surf
came	into	the	room	from	outside	-	in	and	out,	in	and	out,	as	if	she	could	capture

its	power	in	her	voice.	The	oil	lamp	that	Roxane	had	brought	in	filled	the	bare	room	with	warm	light,
and	outside	one	of	the	women	healers	walked	softly	by.

“I’m	just	going	on	with	the	story!”	whispered	Meggie.	“I’m	going	on	with	the	story.	That’s	what	it’s
waiting	for.	Come	on!”	She	pictured	the	massive	figure	of	the	Adderhead	pacing	sleeplessly	up	and	down
in	the	Castle	of	Night,	never	guessing	that	there	was	a	girl	who	planned	to	whisper	his	name	in	Death’s
ear	this	very	night.

She	took	the	letter	that	Fenoglio	had	written	her	from	her	belt.	It	was	as	well	that	Dustfinger	hadn’t
read	it.

Dear	Meggie,	it	said,	I	hope	that	what	I’m	sending	won’t	disappoint	you.	It’s	odd,	but	I	have	found	that
obviously	I	can	write	only	what	doesn’t	contradict	anything	I	wrote	about	the	Inkworld	earlier.	I	have	to
keep	the	rules	I	made	myself,	even	though	I	often	made	them	unconsciously.



I	hope	your	father	is	all	right.	From	what	I	hear	he	is	now	a	prisoner	in	the	Castle	of	Night	-	and	I	must
admit	that	I	am	not	entirely	blameless	there.	Yes,	I	admit	it.	After	all,	as	you	will	have	found	out	by	now,	I
used	him	as	a	living	model	for	the	Bluejay.	I	am	sorry,	but	I	really	did	think	it	was	a	good	idea	at	the	time.
He	made	 an	 excellent	 and	noble	 robber	 in	my	 imagination,	 and	how	could	 I	 guess	 that	 he	would	 ever
really	come	into	my	story?	Well,	be	that	as	it	may,	he’s	here,	and	the	Adderhead	won’t	set	him	free	just
because	I	write	a	new	passage	saying	so.	I	didn’t	make	him	that	way,	Meggie.	The	story	must	be	true	to
itself,	that’s	the	only	way	to	do	it,	so	I	can	only	send	you	these	words.	At	first	they	may	do	no	more	than
delay	your	 father’s	 execution,	 but	 I	 hope	 they	will	 ultimately	 lead	 to	his	 freedom	after	 all.	Trust	me.	 I
believe	the	words	I	enclose	are	the	only	possible	way	of	bringing	this	story	to	a	truly	happy	ending,	and
you	like	stories	with	happy	endings,	don’t	you?

Go	on	with	my	story,	Meggie,	before	it	goes	on	with	itself!
I	would	have	liked	to	bring	you	the	words	myself	but	I	have	to	keep	an	eye	on	Cosimo.	I	am	rather

afraid	 that	 in	his	 case	we	made	 it	 a	 little	 too	 easy	 for	ourselves.	Take	 care	of	yourself,	 give	my	good
wishes	to	your	father	when	you	see	him	again	(which	I	hope	will	be	soon)	and	to	the	boy	who	worships
the	ground	under	your	feet,	too	-	oh	yes,	and	tell	Dustfinger,	though	I	don’t	suppose	he’ll	like	it,	that	his
wife	is	much	too	beautiful	for	him.

Love	and	kisses,
Fenoglio
P.S.	Since	your	father	is	still	alive,	I	have	wondered	whether	perhaps	the	words	I	gave	you	for	him	in

the	 forest	 worked	 after	 all?	 If	 so,	 Meggie,	 then	 that	 could	 be	 only	 because	 I	 made	 him	 one	 of	 my
characters,	 in	 a	way	 -	which	would	mean	 that	 some	good	 came	of	 the	whole	Bluejay	 story,	 don’t	 you
think?

Oh,	Fenoglio.	What	a	master	he	was	in	the	art	of	turning	everything	to	his	own	advantage!
A	 breath	 of	 wind	 came	 through	 the	 window	 as	 Meggie	 reread	 the	 letter,	 making	 the	 sheets	 of

parchment	move	as	if	the	story	itself	were	impatient	and	wanted	to	hear	the	new	words.	“Yes,	all	right.
Here	I	go,”	whispered	Meggie.

She	had	not	often	heard	her	father	read	aloud,	but	she	remembered	exactly	how	Mo	gave	every	word
the	right	sound,	every	single	word…

It	was	 quiet	 in	 the	 room,	 very	 quiet.	 The	whole	 Inkworld	 -	 every	 fairy,	 every	 tree,	 even	 the	 sea	 -
seemed	to	be	waiting	for	her	voice.	“Night	after	night,”	Meggie	began,	“the	Adderhead	could	get	no	rest.
His	wife	slept	soundly	and	deeply.	She	was	his	fifth	wife,	and	younger	than	his	three	eldest	daughters.	Her
body,	 pregnant	with	 his	 child,	was	 a	mound	 under	 the	 bedclothes.	 It	must	 be	 a	 boy	 this	 time;	 she	 had
already	 borne	 him	 two	 daughters.	 If	 this	 child	 was	 another	 girl	 he	 would	 disown	 her,	 just	 as	 he	 had
repudiated	 his	 other	 wives.	 He	 would	 send	 her	 back	 to	 her	 father	 or	 to	 some	 lonely	 castle	 in	 the
mountains.

Why	 could	 she	 sleep,	 although	 she	 feared	 him,	 while	 he	 paced	 up	 and	 down	 the	 magnificent
bedchamber	like	an	old	dancing	bear	in	its	cage?

Because	he	alone	felt	the	truly	great	fear.	The	fear	of	Death.
Death	waited	outside	the	windows,	outside	the	glass	panes	paid	for	by	selling	his	strongest	peasants.

Death	 pressed	 its	 ugly	 face	 against	 them	 as	 soon	 as	 darkness	 swallowed	 up	 his	 castle	 like	 a	 snake
swallowing	a	mouse.	He	had	more	torches	lit	every	night,	more	candles,	yet	still	the	fear	came	-	to	make
him	shake	and	fall	on	his	knees	because	they	trembled	so	much,	to	show	him	his	future:	the	flesh	falling
from	his	bones,	the	worms	eating	him,	the	White	Women	leading	him	away.	The	Adderhead	pressed	his
hands	to	his	mouth	so	that	the	guards	outside	the	door	would	not	hear	him	sobbing.	Fear.	Fear	of	the	end	of
all	 his	 days,	 fear	 of	 the	 void,	 fear,	 fear,	 fear.	 Fear	 that	 Death	 was	 already	 in	 his	 body	 somewhere,
invisible,	growing	and	flourishing	and	eating	him	away	-	the	one	enemy	he	could	never	defeat,	never	burn
or	stab	or	hang,	the	one	enemy	from	whom	there	was	no	escaping.



One	night,	blacker	and	more	endless	than	any	that	had	gone	before,	the	fear	was	particularly	terrible,
and	he	had	them	all	woken,	as	he	quite	often	did,	all	who	were	sleeping	peacefully	in	their	beds	instead	of
trembling	and	sweating	like	him:	his	wife,	the	useless	physicians,	the	petitioners,	scribes,	administrators,
his	herald,	the	silver-nosed	minstrel.	He	had	the	cooks	driven	into	the	kitchen	to	prepare	him	a	banquet,
but	as	he	was	sitting	at	his	table,	his	fingers	dripping	with	fat	from	the	freshly	roasted	meat,	a	girl	came	to
the	Castle	of	Night.	She	walked	fearlessly	past	the	guards	and	offered	him	a	deal:	a	bargain	with	Death.

That	was	how	it	would	be.	Because	she	was	reading	it.	How	the	words	made	their	way	out	through
Meggie’s	lips.	As	if	they	were	weaving	the	future.	Every	sound,	every	character	a	thread…Meggie	forgot
everything	around	her:	 the	 infirmary,	 the	straw	mattress	she	was	sitting	on,	even	Farid	and	his	unhappy
face	as	he	watched	her	go.	She	went	on	spinning	Fenoglio’s	story;	that	was	why	she	was	here,	spinning	it
out	of	threads	of	sound	with	her	breath	and	her	voice	-	to	save	her	father	and	her	mother.	And	this	whole
strange	world	that	had	enchanted	her.

When	Meggie	heard	the	agitated	voices	she	thought	at	first	that	they	were	coming	out	of	the	words,	but
they	grew	louder	and	louder.	Reluctantly,	she	raised	her	head.	She	hadn’t	read	it	all	yet.	There	were	still	a
few	sentences	waiting,	waiting	for	her	to	teach	them	to	breathe.	Look	at	the	words	on	the	page,	Meggie,
she	told	herself.	Concentrate!

She	gave	a	start	when	a	dull	knocking	resounded	through	the	infirmary.	The	voices	grew	louder,	she
heard	hasty	footsteps,	and	Roxane	appeared	 in	 the	doorway.	“They’ve	come	from	the	Castle	of	Night!”
she	whispered.	“They	have	a	picture	of	you,	a	strange	picture.	Quick,	come	with	me!”

Meggie	tried	to	put	the	parchment	in	her	sleeve	until	she	could	read	those	last	few	sentences,	but	then
thought	better	of	it	and	pushed	it	down	the	neck	of	her	dress.	She	hoped	it	would	not	show	under	the	firm
fabric.	She	could	still	taste	the	words	on	her	tongue,	she	still	saw	herself	standing	before	the	Adderhead
just	as	 she	had	 read	 it,	but	Roxane	 reached	 for	her	hand	and	pulled	her	along.	A	woman’s	voice	came
down	the	colonnade,	Bella’s	voice,	and	then	the	voice	of	a	man,	loud	and	commanding.	Roxane	did	not	let
Meggie’s	hand	go	but	led	her	on,	past	the	doors	behind	which	the	patients	slept	or	else	lay	awake	listening
to	their	own	heavy	breathing.

The	 Barn	 Owl’s	 room	 was	 empty.	 Roxane	 took	Meggie	 in	 with	 her,	 bolted	 the	 door,	 and	 looked
around.	The	window	was	barred,	and	the	steps	were	coming	closer.	Meggie	thought	she	heard	the	Barn
Owl’s	 voice,	 and	 another	 voice,	 rough	 and	 threatening.	 Then,	 suddenly,	 there	 was	 silence.	 They	 had
stopped	outside	the	door.	Roxane	put	her	arm	around	Meggie’s	shoulders.

“They’re	going	to	take	you	with	them!”	she	whispered	as	the	Barn	Owl	talked	to	the	intruders	on	the
other	side	of	the	door.	“We’ll	send	word	to	the	Black	Prince.	He	has	spies	in	the	castle.	We’ll	try	to	help
you,	understand?”

Meggie	just	nodded.
Someone	was	hammering	on	the	door.	“Open	up,	little	witch,	or	do	we	have	to	come	and	get	you?”
Books,	books	everywhere.	Meggie	retreated	among	the	stacks	of	volumes.	There	wasn’t	a	single	book

here	she	could	have	gone	to	for	help,	even	if	she’d	wanted	to.	The	knowledge	in	them	could	give	her	no
aid.	 She’d	 have	 needed	 a	 story	 for	 that,	 but	 she	 remembered	 looking	 for	 a	 suitable	 story	 in	 vain	 in
Capricorn’s	house.	She	glanced	at	Roxane	in	search	of	help	-	and	saw	the	same	helplessness	on	Roxane’s
face,	too.

What	would	happen	if	 they	took	her	away	with	them?	So	many	sentences	were	still	unread.	Meggie
tried	desperately	to	remember	just	where	she	had	been	interrupted…

More	hammering	on	the	door.	The	wood	groaned;	it	would	soon	splinter	and	break.	Meggie	went	to
the	door,	pushed	back	the	bolt,	and	opened	it.	She	couldn’t	count	the	soldiers	standing	out	in	the	narrow
corridor,	but	there	were	a	great	many	of	them.	They	were	led	by	Firefox;	Meggie	recognized	him	in	spite
of	the	scarf	he	had	tied	over	his	mouth	and	nose.	They	all	had	such	scarves	wound	around	their	faces,	and
their	eyes	above	the	cloth	were	terrified.	I	hope	you’ve	all	caught	the	plague	here,	thought	Meggie.	I	hope



you	die	like	flies.	The	soldier	beside	Firefox	stumbled	back	as	if	he	had	heard	her	 thoughts,	but	 it	was
Meggie’s	 face	 that	 frightened	 him.	 “Witch!”	 he	 exclaimed,	 staring	 at	 what	 Firefox	 held	 in	 his	 hand.
Meggie	recognized	the	narrow	silver	frame	at	once.	It	was	her	photograph,	from	Elinor’s	library.

A	murmur	arose	among	the	men-at-arms.	But	Firefox	put	his	hand	roughly	under	her	chin,	making	her
turn	her	face	to	him.	“I	thought	so.	You’re	the	girl	from	the	stable,”	he	said.	“I’ll	admit	you	didn’t	look	to
me	like	a	witch	there!”	Meggie	tried	to	turn	her	head	away,	but	Firefox’s	hand	did	not	let	go.	“Well	done!”
he	said	to	a	girl	who	was	standing	among	the	men-at-arms	looking	lost.	Her	feet	were	bare,	and	she	wore
the	same	plain	tunic	as	all	the	women	who	worked	in	the	infirmary.	Carla,	wasn’t	that	her	name?

She	bent	her	head	and	looked	at	the	piece	of	silver	that	the	soldier	pressed	into	her	hand	as	if	she’d
never	seen	such	a	beautiful,	shiny	coin	before.	“He	said	I’d	get	work,”	she	whispered	almost	inaudibly.
“In	the	castle	kitchen.	The	minstrel	with	the	silver	nose	said	so.”

Firefox	shrugged	scornfully.	“You’ve	come	to	the	wrong	man	here,”	he	said,	 turning	his	back	to	her
heedlessly.	 “And	 this	 time	 I’m	 to	 take	 you,	 too,	 sawbones,”	 he	 said	 to	 the	Barn	Owl.	 “You’ve	 let	 the
wrong	sort	of	visitors	through	your	gate	once	too	often.	I	told	the	Adderhead	it	was	high	time	to	light	a	fire
here,	a	great	fire.	I	can	still	do	that	kind	of	thing	extremely	well,	but	he	wouldn’t	hear	of	it.	Someone’s
told	him	his	death	will	come	out	of	a	fire.	Since	then	he	won’t	let	us	light	anything	but	candles.”	There
was	no	missing	his	contempt	for	his	master’s	weakness.

The	 Barn	Owl	 looked	 at	Meggie.	 I’m	 sorry,	 said	 his	 eyes.	 And	 she	 read	 a	 question	 in	 them,	 too:
Where’s	Dustfinger?Yes,	where?

“Let	me	go	with	her.”	Roxane	went	up	to	Meggie	and	tried	to	put	an	arm	around	her	shoulders	again,
but	Firefox	pushed	her	roughly	back.

“Only	the	girl	in	the	witch	picture,”	he	said,	“and	the	physician.”
Roxane,	Bella,	and	a	few	of	the	other	women	followed	them	to	the	gate	leading	out	to	the	sea.	The	surf

shone	in	the	moonlight,	and	the	beach	lay	there	deserted,	except	for	a	few	footprints	that	no	one,	luckily,
examined	closely.	The	soldiers	had	brought	horses	for	their	prisoners.	Meggie’s	laid	its	ears	back	when
one	of	the	soldiers	put	her	on	its	back.	Only	when	it	was	trotting	toward	the	mountains	with	her	did	she
dare	 to	 look	 surreptitiously	 around.	 But	 there	 was	 no	 sign	 of	 Dustfinger	 and	 Farid.	 Except	 for	 the
footprints	in	the	sand.
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And	what	is	word	knowledge	but	a	shadow	of	wordless	knowledge?
Khalil	Gibran,	The	Prophet
All	was	quiet	behind	the	walls	of	the	infirmary	when	L.Dustfinger	gestured	to	Farid	to	come	out	from

among	 the	 trees.	No	weeping,	no	cursing	 the	men	who	had	come	from	the	Castle	of	Night.	Most	of	 the
women	had	gone	back	to	the	sick	and	dying.	Only	Roxane	still	stood	on	the	beach,	looking	at	the	path	the
soldiers	had	taken.

She	went	to	Dustfinger,	her	footsteps	weary.
“I’ll	go	after	them!”	stammered	Farid	beside	him,	his	fists	clenched.	“At	least	there’s	no	missing	that

accursed	castle!”
“What	do	you	think	you’re	talking	about,	damn	it?”	Dustfinger	snapped	at	him.	“Do	you	believe	you

can	 just	walk	 through	the	gates?	That	 is	 the	Castle	of	Night,	where	 they	stick	chopped-off	heads	on	 the
battlements.”

Farid	ducked	his	head	and	stared	up	at	the	silver	towers.	They	rose	to	the	sky	as	if	to	impale	the	stars.
“But…but	Meggie,”	he	stammered.
“Yes,	all	right,	we’ll	follow	her,”	said	Dustfinger,	irritation	in	his	voice.	“My	leg’s	already	looking

forward	to	the	climb.	But	we’re	not	stumbling	off	just	like	that.	You	have	something	to	learn	yet.”
The	relief	in	the	boy’s	face	when	he	looked	at	him	-	as	if	he	were	delighted	at	the	prospect	of	creeping

into	the	Adder’s	nest!	Dustfinger	could	only	shake	his	head	at	such	idiocy.
“Something	to	learn?	What?”
“What	I	was	going	to	show	you	anyway.”	Dustfinger	went	toward	the	water.	He	wished	his	leg	would

hurry	up	and	heal.
Roxane	 followed	him.	“You	 two	are	going	after	 them?	What	are	you	 talking	about?”	Fear	and	 rage

were	mingled	on	her	face	as	she	came	between	him	and	the	boy.	“You	can’t	go	to	the	castle!	There’s	no
more	you	can	do!	Either	for	the	girl,	or	for	the	Barn	Owl,	or	for	any	of	the	others.	Your	wonderful	letter
came	to	nothing,	nothing	at	all!”

“We’ll	see,”	was	all	Dustfinger	would	reply.	“It	depends	whether	Meggie	read	it	out	loud,	and	if	so,
how	far	she	got.”

He	tried	to	move	her	aside,	but	Roxane	pushed	his	hands	away.	“Let’s	send	a	message	to	the	Black
Prince!”	 There	 was	 desperation	 in	 her	 voice.	 “Have	 you	 forgotten	 all	 the	 fire-raisers	 up	 there	 at	 the
castle?	 You’ll	 be	 dead	 before	 the	 sun	 rises!	 What	 about	 Basta?	 What	 about	 Firefox	 and	 the	 Piper?
Someone	is	bound	to	recognize	your	face!”

“Who	says	I’m	going	to	show	my	face?”	he	replied.
Roxane	flinched	back.	She	cast	Farid	such	a	hostile	glance	that	the	boy	turned	away.	“But	that’s	our

secret.	You’ve	never	shown	anyone	but	me	before.	And	you	yourself	said	you’re	the	only	one	who	can	do
it!”

“The	boy	will	be	able	to	do	it,	too!”
The	sand	crunched	under	his	feet	as	he	walked	toward	the	waves.	He	did	not	stop	until	the	surf	was

washing	around	his	boots.
“What’s	she	talking	about?”	asked	Farid.	“What	are	you	going	to	show	me?	Is	it	very	difficult?”
Dustfinger	looked	around.	Roxane	was	walking	slowly	back	to	the	infirmary.	She	disappeared	behind



the	plain	wooden	gate	without	once	turning.
“What	is	it?”	Impatiently,	Farid	tugged	at	his	sleeve.	“Tell	me.”
Dustfinger	turned	his	back	to	him.	“Fire	and	water,”	he	said,	“don’t	really	mix.	You	could	say	they’re

incompatible.	But	when	they	do	love	each	other,	they	love	passionately.”
It	was	a	long	time	since	he	had	last	spoken	the	words	he	now	whispered.	But	the	fire	understood.	A

flame	 licked	up	between	 the	wet	pebbles	 that	 the	 sea	had	washed	up	on	 the	 sand.	Dustfinger	bent	 and
enticed	 it	 into	 the	 hollow	 of	 his	 hand	 as	 if	 it	 were	 a	 young	 bird,	 whispered,	 told	 it	 what	 he	wanted,
promised	 it	 a	 nocturnal	 game	 such	 as	 it	 had	 never	 played	 before…and	 when	 it	 answered,	 crackling,
flaring	up,	so	hot	that	it	burned	his	skin,	he	threw	it	into	the	foaming	sea,	fingers	outstretched	as	if	he	still
held	the	fire	on	invisible	strings.	The	water	snapped	at	the	flame	like	a	fish	snapping	at	a	fly,	but	the	fire
only	burned	brighter,	while	Dustfinger,	standing	on	the	shore,	spread	his	arms	wide.

Hissing	 and	 flaring,	 the	 fire	 imitated	 him,	moving	 to	 left	 and	 right	 along	 the	 sea	wave,	 farther	 and
farther,	until	the	surf,	now	rimmed	with	flames,	rolled	toward	the	shore,	and	a	band	of	fire	was	washed	up
at	 Dustfinger’s	 feet	 like	 a	 love	 token.	 He	 plunged	 both	 hands	 into	 the	 blazing	 foam,	 and	 when	 he
straightened	up	again	he	held	a	fairy	fluttering	in	his	fingers,	as	blue	as	her	forest	sisters	but	surrounded
by	a	fiery	luster,	and	her	eyes	were	as	red	as	the	flames	from	which	she	was	born.	Dustfinger	held	her	in
his	 hands	 like	 a	 rare	moth,	waited	 for	 the	 prickling	 of	 his	 skin,	 the	 heat	 running	 up	 his	 arms	 as	 if	 he
suddenly	 had	 liquid	 fire	 instead	 of	 blood	 in	 his	 veins.	Not	 until	 it	 had	 burned	 its	way	 right	 up	 to	 his
armpits	did	he	let	the	tiny	creature	fly	away,	chattering	and	swearing	crossly,	as	they	always	did	when	you
lured	them	to	you	by	making	the	sea	play	with	fire.

“What’s	that?”	asked	Farid	in	alarm,	looking	at	Dustfinger’s	blackened	hands	and	arms.
Dustfinger	took	a	cloth	from	his	belt	and	carefully	rubbed	the	soot	into	his	skin.	“That,”	he	said,	“is

something	that	will	get	us	into	the	castle.	But	the	soot	works	only	if	you	get	it	from	the	fairies	for	yourself.
So	it’s	your	turn	now.”

Farid	looked	at	him	incredulously.	“But	I	can’t	do	that!”	he	stammered.	“I	don’t	know	how	you	did	it.”
“Nonsense!”	Dustfinger	stepped	back	from	the	water	and	sat	down	on	the	damp	sand.	“Of	course	you

can	do	it!	Just	think	of	Meggie!”
Undecided,	Farid	looked	up	at	 the	castle,	while	the	waves	licked	his	bare	toes	as	if	 inviting	him	to

play.
“Won’t	they	see	the	fire	up	there?”
“The	 castle	 is	 farther	 away	 than	 it	 looks.	Believe	me,	 your	 feet	will	 show	you	 that	when	we	 start

climbing.	And	if	the	guards	up	there	do	see	anything	they’ll	think	it’s	lightning,	or	fire-elves	dancing	over
the	water.	When	did	you	start	thinking	so	hard	before	you	began	to	play?	All	I	can	say	is,	if	you	wait	much
longer	I	shall	certainly	start	remembering	what	a	crazy	notion	going	up	there	is.”

That	convinced	Farid.
The	flame	went	out	three	times	when	he	threw	it	into	the	breakers.	But	on	the	fourth	attempt	the	waves

were	rimmed	with	fire	for	him	as	he	had	demanded	-	perhaps	not	quite	such	bright	fire	as	they	had	made
for	Dustfinger,	but	the	sea	burned	for	Farid,	too.	And	for	the	second	time	that	night,	fire	and	water	played
together.

“Well	done,”	said	Dustfinger,	as	the	boy	looked	proudly	at	the	soot	on	his	arms.	“Spread	it	well	over
your	chest	and	legs	and	face.”

“Why?”	Farid	looked	at	him,	wide-eyed.
“Because	 it	 will	 make	 us	 invisible,”	 replied	 Dustfinger,	 rubbing	 soot	 into	 his	 own	 face.	 “Until

sunrise.”
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“So	sorry,	your	bloodiness,	Mr.	Baron,	sir,”	he	said	greasily.	“My	mistake,	my	mistake	-	I	didn’t	see
you	-	of	course	I	didn’t,	you’re	invisible	-	forgive	old	Peevsie	his	little	joke,	sir.”

J.	K.	Rowling,	Harry	Potter	and	the	Sorcerer’s	Stone
It	was	an	odd	feeling,	being	invisible.	Farid	felt	all-powerful	and	lost	at	the	same	time.	As	if	he	were

nowhere	 and	 everywhere.	 The	worst	 of	 it	 was	 that	 he	 couldn’t	 see	Dustfinger.	 He	 had	 to	 rely	 on	 his
hearing.	“Dustfinger?”	he	kept	whispering	as	he	followed	him	through	the	night,	and	every	 time	a	quiet
reply	came	back:	“I’m	here,	right	in	front	of	you.”

The	soldiers	who	had	taken	Meggie	and	the	Barn	Owl	with	them	would	have	to	follow	a	road	-	a	bad
one,	 almost	 entirely	 overgrown	 in	 many	 places	 -	 that	 wound	 up	 into	 the	 hills,	 bending	 and	 curving.
Dustfinger,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	was	making	 his	way	 across	 country	 and	 up	 slopes	 too	 steep	 for	 horses,
especially	when	 they	 had	 to	 carry	 armed	 riders.	 Farid	 tried	 not	 to	 think	 how	much	 it	must	 be	 hurting
Dustfinger’s	leg.	Now	and	then	he	heard	him	swearing	quietly,	and	he	kept	stopping,	invisible,	nothing	but
a	breathing	in	the	night.

The	castle	was	indeed	farther	away	than	it	had	looked	from	the	beach,	but	finally	its	walls	towered	to
the	sky	right	in	front	of	them.	By	comparison	with	this	fortress,	the	castle	of	Ombra	seemed	to	Farid	like	a
toy,	built	by	a	prince	who	 liked	 to	eat	 and	drink	but	had	no	 intention	of	going	 to	war.	 In	 the	Castle	of
Night,	every	stone	seemed	to	have	been	set	in	place	with	war	in	mind,	and	as	Farid	followed	the	sound	of
Dustfinger’s	gasping	breaths,	he	pictured	to	himself,	with	horror,	what	it	must	be	like	to	storm	up	the	steep
slope	with	hot	pitch	 raining	down	on	you	 from	 the	battlements	 above	and	bolts	 from	crossbows	 flying
your	way.

Morning	was	still	 far	off	when	 they	reached	 the	castle	gate.	They	still	had	a	 few	precious	hours	of
invisibility	left,	but	the	gate	was	shut,	and	Farid	felt	tears	of	disappointment	fill	his	eyes.	“It’s	closed!”	he
whispered.	 “They’ve	 taken	 them	 into	 the	 castle	 already!	Now	what?”	Every	 breath	 hurt	 him,	 they	 had
traveled	so	fast.	But	what	good	did	it	do	them	now	to	be	as	transparent	as	glass,	as	invisible	as	the	wind?

He	sensed	Dustfinger’s	body	beside	him,	warm	in	the	windy	night.	“Of	course	it’s	closed!”	his	voice
whispered.	“What	did	you	expect?	Did	you	think	the	two	of	us	would	overtake	them?	We	wouldn’t	have
done	that	even	if	I	wasn’t	hobbling	like	an	old	woman!	But	you	wait:	They’re	sure	to	open	the	gate	for
someone	else	tonight.	Even	if	it’s	only	one	of	their	informers.”

“Or	maybe	we	could	climb	in?”	Farid	looked	up	hopefully	at	the	pale	gray	walls.	He	saw	the	guards
on	the	battlements,	armed	with	spears.

“Climb	 in?	You	 really	do	seem	 to	be	head	over	heels	 in	 love.	Can’t	you	see	how	smooth	and	high
these	walls	are?	Forget	it	-	we’ll	wait.”

Six	gallows	towered	in	front	of	them.	Dead	men	hung	from	four	of	them.	Farid	was	thankful	that	in	the
darkness	 they	 just	 looked	 like	 bundles	 of	 old	 clothes.	 “Damn	 it!”	 he	 heard	 Dustfinger	 murmur.	 “Why
doesn’t	the	fairy	venom	make	your	fear	go	away	as	well	as	your	body?”	The	same	thing	had	occurred	to
Farid,	 too,	 but	 he	was	 not	 afraid	 of	 the	 guards,	 Basta,	 or	 Firefox.	His	 fear,	 his	 terrible	 fear,	 was	 for
Meggie.	Being	invisible	only	made	it	worse.	There	seemed	to	be	nothing	left	of	him	but	 the	pain	in	his
heart.

A	chilly	wind	was	blowing	tonight,	and	Farid	was	just	breathing	on	his	invisible	fingers	to	warm	them
when	hoofbeats	echoed	through	the	dark.



“There,	now!”	whispered	Dustfinger.	“Looks	 like	we’re	 in	 luck	 for	a	change!	Remember,	whatever
happens,	we	must	be	out	of	here	before	daybreak.	The	sun	will	make	us	visible	again	almost	as	fast	as	you
can	summon	fire.”

The	hoofbeats	grew	louder,	and	a	horseman	emerged	from	the	darkness	-	not	in	the	Adderhead’s	pale
silver	but	clothed	in	red	and	black.	“Well,	would	you	believe	 it?”	whispered	Dustfinger.	“Sootbird,	no
less!”

One	of	the	guards	called	something	down	from	the	battlements,	and	Sootbird	replied.
“Come	on!”	Dustfinger	hissed	to	Farid	as	the	gate	swung	open,	creaking.	They	followed	so	close	to

Sootbird	that	Farid	could	have	touched	his	horse’s	tail.	Traitor,	he	thought,	filthy	traitor!	He	would	have
liked	to	drag	him	down	from	the	saddle,	put	a	knife	to	his	throat,	and	ask	what	news	he	was	bringing	to	the
Castle	of	Night	 -	 but	Dustfinger	 thrust	 him	on,	 through	 the	gigantic	 gate	 and	 into	 the	 courtyard.	He	 led
Farid	onward	as	Sootbird	rode	to	the	castle	stables.	They	were	swarming	with	men-at-arms.	Obviously,
the	Castle	of	Night	was	as	wakeful	as	its	master	was	said	to	be.

“Listen!”	whispered	Dustfinger,	drawing	Farid	under	an	arch.	“This	castle	is	the	size	of	a	city	and	as
full	of	nooks	and	crannies	as	a	labyrinth.	Mark	the	way	you	go	with	soot.	I	don’t	want	to	have	to	search
for	you	later	because	you’re	lost	like	a	child	in	the	forest,	understand?”

“But	what	about	Sootbird?	He	gave	away	the	Secret	Camp,	didn’t	he?”
“Very	likely.	But	forget	him	for	now.	Think	of	Meggie.”
“But	 he	was	 among	 the	 prisoners!”	A	 troop	 of	 soldiers	marched	 past	 them.	Farid	 flinched	 back	 in

alarm.	He	still	couldn’t	believe	that	they	really	did	not	see	him.
“So?”	Dustfinger’s	voice	sounded	like	the	wind	itself	speaking.	“It’s	the	oldest	disguise	in	the	world

for	traitors.	Where	do	you	hide	your	informer?	Among	your	victims.	I	expect	the	Piper	told	him	once	or
twice	 what	 a	 magnificent	 fire-eater	 he	 was,	 and	 then	 they	 were	 best	 friends.	 Sootbird’s	 always	 had
peculiar	taste	in	friends.	Well,	come	on,	or	we’ll	still	be	standing	here	when	the	sun	melts	our	invisibility
off	us.”

That	made	Farid	instinctively	look	up	at	the	sky.	It	was	a	dark	night.	Even	the	moon	seemed	lost	in	all
the	blackness,	and	he	could	not	take	his	eyes	off	the	silver	towers.

“The	Adder’s	nest!”	he	whispered	-	and	felt	Dustfinger’s	invisible	hand	drawing	him	on	again,	none
too	gently.
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Thoughts	of	death
Crowd	over	my	happiness
Like	dark	clouds
Over	the	silver	sickle	of	the	moon.
Sterling	Allen	Brown,	Poems	to	Read
The	Adderhead	was	at	 table	when	Firefox	brought	Meggie	 to	him.	Exactly	as	she	had	read	it	 in	 the

story.	The	hall	where	he	was	feasting	was	so	magnificent	that	the	Laughing	Prince’s	throne	room	seemed
plain	as	a	 farmhouse	by	comparison.	The	 tiles	over	which	Firefox	dragged	Meggie	 to	his	master	were
strewn	with	 white	 rose	 petals.	 A	 sea	 of	 candles	 burned	 in	 claw-footed	 candelabra,	 standing	 between
columns	 covered	 with	 silver	 scales.	 The	 light	 of	 the	 candles	 made	 them	 shimmer	 like	 snakeskin.
Countless	 servants	 hurried	 around	 between	 the	 scaly	 pillars,	 soundlessly,	 heads	 bent.	 Maidservants
waited	 in	 respectful	 rows	 for	 a	 sign	 from	 their	master.	 They	 all	 looked	 tired,	 torn	 from	 sleep,	 just	 as
Fenoglio	 had	 described	 it.	 Some	were	 leaning	 their	 backs	 surreptitiously	 against	 the	 tapestries	 on	 the
walls.

Beside	the	Adderhead,	at	a	table	that	seemed	to	be	laid	for	a	hundred	guests,	sat	a	woman	as	pale	as	a
porcelain	doll,	with	such	a	childlike	face	that	Meggie	would	have	thought	her	the	Adderhead’s	daughter	if
she	didn’t	know	better.	The	Silver	Prince	himself	ate	greedily,	as	if	by	swallowing	the	food	that	stood	in
countless	dishes	on	the	table	covered	with	black	cloth,	he	could	swallow	his	own	fear,	too.	But	his	wife
touched	nothing.	It	seemed	to	Meggie	that	the	sight	of	her	husband	eating	so	greedily	nauseated	her;	she
kept	passing	her	ringed	hands	over	her	swollen	belly.	Oddly	enough,	her	pregnancy	made	her	look	even
more	like	a	child:	a	child	with	a	thin,	bitter	mouth	and	cool	eyes.

The	 silver-nosed	Piper	 stood	behind	 the	Adderhead,	 one	 foot	 on	 a	 stool,	 his	 lute	 supported	on	his
thigh,	 singing	 softly	as	his	 fingers	 slowly	plucked	 the	 strings.	But	Meggie’s	 eyes	did	not	 linger	on	him
long.	At	the	end	of	the	table	she	had	seen	someone	she	knew	only	too	well.	Her	heart	faltered	like	an	old
woman’s	feet	when	Mortola	returned	her	glance,	with	a	smile	so	full	of	triumph	that	Meggie’s	knees	began
to	 tremble.	 The	 man	 who	 had	 wounded	 Dustfinger	 in	 the	 mill	 sat	 beside	 Mortola.	 His	 hands	 were
bandaged,	and	above	his	forehead	the	fire	had	burned	a	pathway	into	his	hair.	Basta	was	in	an	even	worse
state.	He	was	sitting	close	to	Mortola,	his	face	so	red	and	swollen	that	Meggie	almost	failed	to	recognize
him.	But	he	had	escaped	death	once	again.	Perhaps	the	good-luck	charms	he	always	wore	worked	after
all.

Firefox	clutched	Meggie’s	arm	tightly	as	he	walked	toward	the	Adderhead	in	his	heavy	fox-fur	cloak	-
as	if	to	prove	that	he	personally	had	caught	this	little	bird.	He	roughly	pushed	her	in	front	of	the	table	and
threw	the	framed	photograph	down	among	the	dishes.

The	Adderhead	raised	his	head	and	looked	at	her,	with	bloodshot	eyes	 in	which	Meggie	could	still
see	the	traces	of	the	bad	night	Fenoglio’s	words	had	given	him.	When	he	raised	his	greasy	hand,	the	Piper
fell	silent	behind	him	and	propped	his	lute	against	the	wall.

“There	she	is!”	announced	Firefox,	as	his	master	wiped	the	grease	from	his	fingers	and	lips	with	an
embroidered	napkin.	“I	wish	we	had	a	witch-picture	like	this	of	everyone	we’re	after.	Then	the	informers
wouldn’t	keep	bringing	us	the	wrong	people.”

The	Adderhead	had	picked	up	the	photograph.	Appraisingly,	he	compared	it	with	Meggie.	She	tried	to



bend	her	head,	but	Firefox	forced	up	her	face.
“Remarkable!”	commented	the	Adderhead.	“My	best	painters	couldn’t	have	produced	anywhere	near

as	 good	 a	 likeness	 of	 the	 girl.”	With	 a	 bored	 expression,	 he	 reached	 for	 a	 little	 silver	 toothpick	 and
prodded	his	teeth	with	it.	“Mortola	says	you’re	a	witch.	Is	it	true?”

“Yes!”	replied	Meggie,	looking	him	straight	in	the	eye.	Now	they’d	find	out	whether	Fenoglio’s	words
would	come	true	again.	If	only	she	had	been	able	to	read	to	the	end!	She	had	read	a	great	deal	of	it,	but
she	could	feel	the	rest	of	the	words	still	waiting	under	her	dress.	Forget	them,	Meggie,	she	told	herself.
You	must	make	the	words	you	have	already	read	come	true	-	and	hope	that	the	Adderhead	plays	his	part
just	as	you	do.

“Yes?”	repeated	the	Adderhead.	“So	you	admit	it?	Don’t	you	know	what	I	usually	do	to	witches	and
magicians?	I	burn	them.”	The	same	words.	He	was	speaking	Fenoglio’s	words.	Exactly	as	Fenoglio	had
put	them	into	his	mouth.	Exactly	as	she	had	read	them	out	loud	in	the	infirmary	a	few	hours	ago.

She	knew	what	she	must	answer.	The	words	came	into	her	mind	of	their	own	accord,	as	if	they	were
hers	and	not	Fenoglio’s.	Meggie	looked	at	Basta	and	the	other	man	from	the	mill.	Fenoglio	hadn’t	written
about	them	personally,	but	the	answer	was	still	right.	“The	last	to	burn,”	she	said	calmly,	“were	your	own
men.	Only	one	man	commands	fire	in	this	world,	and	he’s	not	you.”

The	Adderhead	 stared	 at	 her	 -	watchful	 as	 a	 fat	 tomcat	 not	 yet	 certain	 how	 to	 play	 his	 game	most
satisfactorily	with	the	mouse	he	has	caught.	“Ah,”	he	said	in	his	heavy,	thick	voice.	“I	suppose	you	mean
that	fire-dancer.	He	likes	to	go	around	with	poachers	and	footpads.	You	think	he’ll	come	and	try	to	rescue
you,	eh?	Then,	at	last,	I	could	feed	him	to	the	fire	that	you	claim	obeys	him	so	well.”

“I	don’t	need	anyone	to	rescue	me,”	replied	Meggie.	“I	would	have	come	to	you	myself	in	any	case,
even	if	you	hadn’t	had	me	brought	here.”

There	was	laughter	among	the	silver	columns.	The	Adderhead	leaned	across	the	table	and	examined
her	with	unconcealed	curiosity.

“Well,	well!”	he	said.	“Really?	Why?	To	plead	with	me	to	let	your	father	go?	Because	that	robber	is
your	father,	isn’t	he?	At	least,	Mortola	says	so.	She	even	says	we’ve	caught	your	mother,	too.”

Mortola!	Fenoglio	had	never	thought	of	her.	He	hadn’t	written	a	word	about	her,	but	there	she	sat	with
her	magpie	gaze.	Don’t	think	about	it,	Meggie.	Be	cold.	Cold	to	your	very	heart,	as	you	were	on	the	night
when	 you	 summoned	 the	 Shadow.	 But	 where	 was	 she	 to	 get	 the	 right	 words	 from	 now?	 Improvise,
Meggie,	she	told	herself,	like	an	actress	who’s	forgotten	her	lines.	Go	on!	Make	up	your	own	words	and
then	just	mix	them	into	the	words	Fenoglio	wrote	for	you,	like	an	extra	spice.

“The	Magpie	is	right,”	she	replied	to	the	Adderhead.	And	sure	enough,	her	voice	sounded	calm	and
steady,	 as	 if	 her	 heart	wasn’t	 thudding	 in	 her	 breast	 like	 a	 small,	 hunted	 animal.	 “You	 took	my	 father
captive	 when	 she’d	 almost	 killed	 him,	 and	 you’re	 holding	 my	 mother	 prisoner	 in	 your	 dungeons.
However,	I’m	not	here	to	ask	for	leniency.	I	have	a	deal	to	offer	you.”

“Listen	to	the	little	witch!”	Basta’s	voice	shook	with	hatred.	“Why	don’t	I	just	slice	her	up	nice	and
thin,	and	you	can	feed	her	to	your	dogs?”

However,	 the	Adderhead	 ignored	him.	He	kept	his	eyes	fixed	on	Meggie’s	face,	as	 if	seeking	 it	 for
what	she	wasn’t	saying.	Be	like	Dustfinger,	she	told	herself.	You	can	never	tell	what	Dustfinger	is	thinking
or	feeling	from	the	way	he	looks.	Try!	It	can’t	be	all	that	difficult.

“A	deal?”	The	Adderhead	took	his	wife’s	hand,	as	casually	as	if	he	had	just	found	it	lying	beside	his
plate	by	chance.	“What	do	you	plan	to	sell	me	that	I	can’t	simply	take	for	myself?”

His	men	laughed.	Meggie	tried	not	to	notice	that	her	fingers	were	numb	with	terror.	Once	again	it	was
Fenoglio’s	words	that	passed	her	lips.	Words	that	she	had	read	aloud.

“My	father,”	she	continued,	in	a	carefully	controlled	voice,	“is	no	robber.	He’s	a	bookbinder	and	an
enchanter.	He	 is	 the	 only	man	 alive	who	 doesn’t	 fear	Death.	Haven’t	 you	 seen	 his	wound?	Didn’t	 the
physicians	tell	you	that	injury	ought	to	have	killed	him?	Nothing	can	kill	him.	Mortola	tried,	and	did	he



die?	No.	He	has	brought	Cosimo	the	Fair	back	to	life,	although	the	White	Women	had	already	delivered
him	up	to	Death,	and	if	you	let	him	and	my	mother	go	then	you	need	not	fear	Death,	either,	for	my	father,”
said	Meggie,	taking	her	time	over	the	last	few	words,	“my	father	can	make	you	immortal.”

All	was	very	quiet	in	the	great	hall.
Until	Mortola’s	 voice	 broke	 the	 silence.	 “She’s	 lying!”	 she	 cried.	 “The	 little	witch	 is	 lying!	Don’t

believe	a	word	of	it.	It’s	her	tongue,	her	bewitched	tongue.	That’s	her	only	weapon.	Her	father	can	die,	all
right,	indeed	he	can!	Bring	him	here	and	I’ll	prove	it.	I’ll	kill	him	myself	before	your	eyes,	and	this	time
I’ll	do	it	properly!”

No!	Meggie’s	 heart	 began	 to	 race	 as	 if	 it	 would	 leap	 out	 of	 her	 breast.	What	 had	 she	 done?	 The
Adderhead	was	staring	at	her,	but	when	at	last	he	spoke	it	seemed	as	if	he	hadn’t	even	heard	what	Mortola
had	said.

“How?”	was	all	he	asked.	“How	could	your	 father	do	what	you	promise?”	He	was	 thinking	of	 the
night	to	come	now.	Meggie	saw	it	in	his	eyes.	He	was	thinking	of	the	fear	waiting	for	him:	It	would	be
even	worse	than	in	the	night	just	gone,	even	more	merciless…

Meggie	leaned	forward	over	the	laden	table.	She	spoke	the	words	as	if	she	were	reading	them	aloud
again.	“My	father	will	bind	you	a	book!”	she	said,	so	quietly	that	apart	from	the	Adderhead	no	one,	except
perhaps	 his	 doll-like	 wife,	 could	 hear	 her.	 “He	 will	 bind	 it	 for	 you	 with	 my	 help,	 a	 book	 with	 five
hundred	blank	pages.	He	will	cover	it	with	wood	and	leather,	he	will	give	it	brass	clasps,	and	you	will
write	your	name	on	the	first	page	in	your	own	hand.	In	token	of	thanks,	however,	you	will	let	him	go,	and
with	him	all	whose	lives	he	asks	for,	and	you	will	hide	the	book	in	a	place	known	only	to	you,	for	hear
this:	As	long	as	that	book	exists	you	will	be	immortal.	Nothing	will	be	able	to	kill	you,	no	disease,	no
weapon	-	as	long	as	the	book	remains	intact.”

“Indeed!”	The	Adderhead’s	bloodshot	eyes	were	staring	at	her.	His	breath	smelled	sweetish,	as	if	he
had	been	drinking	wine	 that	was	 too	heavy.	 “And	 suppose	 someone	burns	 it	 or	 tears	 it	 up?	Parchment
doesn’t	last	like	silver.”

“You	will	have	to	take	good	care	of	it,”	replied	Meggie	quietly	-	and	it	will	kill	you	all	the	same,	she
added	in	her	thoughts.	She	felt	as	if	she	were	hearing	her	own	voice	reading	Fenoglio’s	words	again	(and
how	good	they	had	tasted!):	But	there	was	that	one	thing	the	girl	did	not	tell	the	Adderhead:	The	book	not
only	made	him	immortal	but	could	kill	him,	too,	if	someone	only	wrote	three	words	on	its	white	pages,
and	those	words	were:	heart,	spell,	death.

“What’s	 she	whispering?”	Mortola	 had	 risen	 to	 her	 feet.	 She	 leaned	 her	 bony	 hands	 on	 the	 table.
“Don’t	listen	to	her!”	she	told	the	Adderhead.	“She’s	a	witch	and	a	liar!	How	often	do	I	have	to	tell	you?
Kill	her	-	her	and	her	father	-	before	they	kill	you!	The	old	man	probably	wrote	all	her	words	for	her,	the
old	man	I	told	you	about!”

For	 the	first	 time	the	Adderhead	 turned	 to	 look	at	Mortola,	and	Meggie	briefly	feared	 that	he	might
believe	 her	 after	 all.	 But	 then	 she	 saw	 the	 anger	 in	 his	 face.	 “Be	 quiet!”	 he	 snapped	 at	 the	Magpie.
“Capricorn	may	have	listened	to	you,	but	he’s	gone,	like	the	Shadow	who	made	him	powerful,	and	you	are
tolerated	at	this	court	only	because	you	have	rendered	me	certain	services!	But	I	don’t	want	to	hear	any
more	of	your	drivel	about	silver	tongues	and	old	men	who	can	bring	written	words	to	life.	Not	another
word	out	of	you,	or	I’ll	send	you	back	to	where	you	once	came	from	-	in	the	kitchen	with	the	maids.”

Mortola	turned	as	white	as	if	she	had	no	blood	left	in	her	veins.
“I	warned	you!”	 she	 said	hoarsely.	 “Don’t	 forget	 it!”	Then,	 stony-faced,	 she	 sat	down	again.	Basta

cast	her	an	anxious	glance,	but	Mortola	took	no	notice	of	him.	She	just	stared	at	Meggie	with	such	venom
that	she	felt	those	eyes	were	burning	a	hole	in	her	face.

The	Adderhead,	however,	speared	one	of	the	tiny	roasted	birds	lying	on	a	silver	platter	in	front	of	him
with	his	knife	and	put	 it	between	his	 lips	with	 relish.	Obviously,	his	angry	exchange	with	Mortola	had
given	 him	 an	 appetite.	 “Did	 I	 understand	 you	 correctly?	You	 yourself	would	 help	 your	 father	with	 the



work?”	he	asked,	as	he	spat	out	the	little	bones	into	the	hand	of	a	servant	who	hastily	stepped	forward.
“Does	that	mean	he	has	taught	a	daughter	his	craft,	as	a	master	craftsman	usually	teaches	his	sons?	Surely
you	know	that	such	a	thing	is	forbidden	in	my	realm?”

Meggie	looked	at	him	fearlessly.	Even	these	words	had	been	written	by	Fenoglio,	every	one	of	them,
and	she	knew	what	the	Adderhead	was	going	to	say	next,	because	she	had	read	that,	too.

“If	a	craftsman	of	Argenta	breaks	that	law,	my	pretty	child,”	he	went	on,	“I	usually	have	his	right	hand
chopped	off.	But,	very	well,	I’ll	make	an	exception	in	your	case,	since	it’s	to	my	own	advantage.”

He’s	going	to	do	it,	thought	Meggie.	He’s	going	to	let	me	see	Mo	just	as	Fenoglio	planned.	Happiness
emboldened	her.	“My	mother,”	she	said,	although	Fenoglio	had	not	written	anything	about	that,	“she	could
help,	too.	Then	it	would	be	done	even	faster.”

“No,	no!”	The	Adderhead	smiled	with	delight,	as	if	the	disappointment	in	Meggie’s	eyes	tasted	better
than	all	the	delicacies	on	silver	dishes	before	him.	“Your	mother	stays	in	her	dungeon,	as	a	little	incentive
for	the	two	of	you	to	work	quickly.”	He	signaled	impatiently	to	Firefox.	“What	are	you	waiting	for?	Take
her	to	her	father!	And	tell	the	librarian	to	set	to	work	this	very	night,	to	provide	everything	a	bookbinder
needs	for	his	work.”

“Take	her	to	her	father?”	Firefox	gripped	Meggie’s	arm,	but	he	did	not	take	a	step.	“You	surely	don’t
believe	her	witchy	nonsense?”

Meggie	almost	forgot	to	breathe.	She	had	not	read	these	words	aloud;	not	one	of	them	was	written	by
Fenoglio.	What	would	happen	now?	Not	a	 foot	moved	 in	 the	hall;	even	 the	servants	stood	still	exactly
where	they	were,	and	you	could	feel	the	silence.	But	Firefox	went	on.	“A	book	to	hold	Death	captive	in	its
pages?	 Only	 a	 child	 would	 believe	 such	 a	 story,	 and	 this	 child	 has	 thought	 it	 up	 to	 save	 her	 father.
Mortola’s	 right.	Hang	him	now,	before	we	become	 the	 laughingstock	of	 the	peasants!	Capricorn	would
have	done	it	long	ago.”

“Capricorn?”	The	Adderhead	 spat	out	 the	name	 like	one	of	 the	delicate	bones	he	had	 spat	 into	 the
servant’s	hand.	He	did	not	 look	at	Firefox	as	he	spoke,	but	his	 thick	 fingers	clenched	 into	a	 fist	on	 the
table.	“Since	Mortola	came	back	I’ve	heard	that	name	very	often.	But	as	far	as	I	know	Capricorn	is	dead	-
even	his	personal	witch	and	poisoner	couldn’t	prevent	that	-	and	you,	Firefox,	have	obviously	forgotten
who	 your	 new	 master	 is.	 I	 am	 the	 Adderhead!	 My	 family	 has	 ruled	 this	 land	 for	 more	 than	 seven
generations,	while	your	old	master	was	only	the	bastard	son	of	a	soot-blackened	smith!	You	were	a	fire-
raiser,	a	murderer,	no	more,	and	I’ve	made	you	my	herald.	A	little	more	gratitude	is	called	for,	I	think,	or
do	you	want	to	look	for	a	new	master?”

Firefox’s	 face	 turned	almost	as	 red	as	his	hair.	“No,	Your	Grace,”	he	said	almost	 inaudibly.	“No,	 I
don’t.”

“Good!”	The	Adderhead	 impaled	another	bird	on	his	knife.	They	were	waiting	 in	 their	 silver	dish,
piled	up	like	chestnuts.	“Then	do	as	I	said.	Take	the	girl	to	her	father	and	make	sure	he	soon	sets	to	work.
Have	you	brought	that	physician,	as	I	ordered?	The	Bam	Owl?”

Firefox	nodded,	without	looking	at	his	master.
“Good.	Let	 him	visit	 her	 father	 to	 tend	 him	 twice	 a	 day.	We	want	 our	 prisoner	 to	 be	 fit	 and	well,

understand?”
“I	understand,”	said	Firefox	hoarsely.
He	 looked	 neither	 to	 right	 nor	 left	 as	 he	 led	Meggie	 out	 of	 the	 hall.	 All	 eyes	 followed	 her	 -	 and

avoided	her	own	eyes	when	 they	met	 theirs.	Witch.	That	was	what	 they	had	called	her	before,	back	 in
Capricorn’s	village.	Perhaps	it	was	true.	At	that	moment	she	felt	powerful,	as	powerful	as	if	 the	whole
Inkworld	obeyed	her	voice.	They	are	taking	me	to	Mo,	she	thought.	They	are	taking	me	to	him,	and	that
will	be	the	beginning	of	the	end	for	the	Adderhead.

But	when	the	servants	had	closed	the	doors	of	the	hall	behind	them,	a	soldier	barred	Firefox’s	way.
“Mortola	has	a	message	for	you,”	he	said.	“You’re	to	search	the	girl	for	a	sheet	of	paper	or	anything



else	 with	 writing	 on	 it.	 She	 says	 you	 should	 look	 in	 her	 sleeves	 first.	 She	 hid	 something	 there	 once
before.”

Before	Meggie	fully	realized	what	was	happening,	Firefox	took	hold	of	her	and	roughly	pushed	up	her
sleeves.	Finding	nothing	there,	he	was	about	 to	put	his	hands	inside	her	dress,	but	Meggie	pushed	them
away	and	took	out	the	parchment	herself.	Firefox	tore	it	from	her	fingers,	stared	at	the	written	letters	for	a
moment	with	the	baffled	look	of	a	man	who	couldn’t	read,	and	then,	without	a	word,	handed	the	parchment
to	the	soldier.

Meggie	felt	dizzy	with	fear	as	he	led	her	on.	Suppose	Mortola	showed	the	letter	 to	the	Adderhead?
Suppose,	suppose…?

“Get	moving!”	growled	Firefox,	pushing	her	up	a	flight	of	stairs.	As	if	numbed,	Meggie	stumbled	up
the	steep	steps.	Fenoglio,	she	thought,	Fenoglio,	help	me.	Mortola	knows	about	our	plan.

“Stop!”	Firefox	brutally	grabbed	her	by	the	hair.	Four	men-at-arms	were	on	guard	outside	a	door	with
three	bolts	over	it.	A	nod	of	the	head	from	Firefox	told	them	to	open	it.

Mo,	thought	Meggie.	They	really	are	taking	me	to	him.	And	that	thought	extinguished	any	others.	Even
thoughts	of	Mortola.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
60	Fire	on	the	Wall

Lo,	on	the	whiteness	of	the	wall,
Behold,	appeared	a	human	hand,
Which	wrote	and	wrote,	in	letters	tall,
A	fiery	message	for	the	land.
Heinrich	Heine,	“Belshazzar”
All	was	quiet	in	the	wide,	dark	corridors	as	Dustfinger	and	Farid	stole	into	the	Castle	of	Night.	Only

wax	 dripped	 from	 a	 thousand	 candles	 on	 the	 stone	 flags	 that	 all	 bore	 the	 Adderhead’s	 coat	 of	 arms.
Servants	hurried	past	 them	in	soft-soled	shoes,	and	maids	scuttled	by	with	bent	heads.	Guards	stood	 in
endless	 passages	 and	 outside	 doorways	 so	 high	 that	 they	 seemed	 to	 have	 been	 made	 for	 giants,	 not
ordinary	humans.	Every	one	of	them	bore	the	emblematic	creature	of	the	Adderhead	-	the	snake	striking	at
its	prey	-	in	scales	of	silver,	and	huge	mirrors	hung	beside	the	doors.	Farid	kept	stopping	in	front	of	them
to	look	into	the	polished	metal	and	reassure	himself	that	he	really	was	invisible.

Dustfinger	made	an	acorn-sized	flame	dance	on	his	hand	so	that	the	boy	could	follow	him.	Servants
were	carrying	delicious	things	to	eat	out	of	one	of	the	halls	they	passed.	Their	aroma	reminded	Dustfinger
painfully	of	his	 invisible	stomach,	and	when	he	pushed	his	way	past	 the	servants	as	soundlessly	as	 the
Adderhead’s	snake,	he	heard	them	talking	in	muted	tones	about	a	young	witch	and	a	deal	that	was	to	save
the	Bluejay	from	the	gallows.	Dustfinger,	as	invisible	as	their	voices,	listened	to	them	and	did	not	know
which	of	his	emotions	was	the	stronger:	relief	that	Fenoglio’s	words	were	obviously	coming	true	again,
or	fear	of	those	words	and	the	invisible	threads	spun	by	the	old	man,	threads	to	catch	even	the	Adderhead
and	make	him	dream	of	 immortality,	although	Fenoglio	had	recorded	his	death	 in	writing	 long	ago.	But
had	Meggie	really	read	those	deadly	words	before	they	took	her	away?	“Now	what?”	Farid	whispered.
“Did	you	hear	that?	They’ve	shut	up	Meggie	with	Silvertongue	in	one	of	the	towers!	How	do	I	get	there?”
His	voice	was	shaking	-	heavens,	what	a	plague	love	was!	Anyone	who	claimed	otherwise	had	never	yet
felt	that	wretched	trembling	of	the	heart.

“Forget	 it!”	Dustfinger	whispered	 to	 the	 boy.	 “The	dungeons	 in	 the	 tower	 have	 strong	doors.	Even
invisible	you	wouldn’t	get	through	them.	And	the	place	will	be	swarming	with	guards.	After	all,	they	still
think	they’ve	caught	the	Bluejay.	You’d	do	better	to	steal	into	the	kitchen	and	listen	to	the	maids	and	the
menservants	-	you	always	learn	something	interesting	that	way.	But	be	careful!	I	repeat:	Invisible	doesn’t
mean	immortal.”

“How	about	you?”
“I’m	going	 to	venture	down	to	 the	dungeons	under	 the	castle,	where	 the	 less	valuable	prisoners	are

held,	to	find	the	Barn	Owl	and	Meggie’s	mother.	See	that	fat	marble	statue	there?	Must	be	some	ancestor
of	the	Adderhead.	We’ll	meet	there.	And	don’t	even	think	of	following	me!	Farid?”

But	 the	 boy	 had	 already	 gone.	Dustfinger	 suppressed	 a	 soft	 curse.	He	 just	 hoped	 no	 one	 heard	 the
boy’s	lovesick	heart	thudding!

It	was	a	long,	dark	way	to	the	dungeons.	One	of	the	women	healers	who	worked	for	the	Barn	Owl	had
told	 him	where	 the	 entrance	 lay.	 None	 of	 the	 guards	 he	 passed	 even	 turned	 their	 heads	 as	 Dustfinger
slipped	by	them.	Two	were	lounging	around	at	the	mouth	of	the	damp	corridor,	lit	only	by	a	single	torch,
with	 the	door	 to	 the	dungeons	at	 the	end	of	 it.	Beyond	 that	door	 the	way	went	on	down,	down	 into	 the
deadly	entrails	of	the	Castle	of	Night,	which	digested	human	beings	like	a	stony	stomach,	now	and	then



excreting	a	few	dead	bodies.	There	was	another	snake	on	the	door	that	no	one	ever	wished	to	enter,	but
here	the	silver	adder	was	coiled	around	a	skull.

The	 guards	were	 quarreling	 -	 it	was	 something	 to	 do	with	Firefox	 -	 but	Dustfinger	 had	 no	 time	 to
eavesdrop.	 He	 was	 only	 glad	 that	 all	 their	 attention	 was	 on	 each	 other	 as	 he	 slipped	 past.	 The	 door
creaked	slightly	when	he	opened	it,	just	wide	enough	to	get	through	-	his	heart	almost	stopped	as	he	did	it
-	but	the	guards	didn’t	turn	around.	What	wouldn’t	he	give	for	a	fearless	heart	like	Farid’s,	even	if	it	made
you	 reckless!	 It	 was	 so	 dark	 beyond	 the	 door	 that,	 for	 a	 moment,	 he	 had	 to	 summon	 fire	 before	 his
invisible	feet	made	their	way	down	the	steps,	and	just	in	time.	They	were	steep	and	well	trodden,	worn
away	by	the	people	whom	the	dungeons	had	swallowed	up.	Fear	and	desperation	rose	to	greet	him	like
vapors	from	the	depths.	The	steps	were	said	to	lead	as	far	down	under	the	hill	as	the	castle	towers	rose	to
the	sky	above	it,	but	Dustfinger	had	never	met	anyone	who	could	confirm	this	tale.	Of	those	he	had	known
who	were	taken	down	here,	he	had	never	seen	a	single	one	alive	again.

Dustfinger,	Dustfinger,	he	thought	before	starting	on	the	downward	climb,	this	is	a	dangerous	path	to
take	 just	 to	 pass	 the	 time	of	 day	with	 two	old	 friends,	 and	your	 visit	won’t	 even	do	 them	much	good.
However,	he	had	run	after	 the	Barn	Owl	for	years	 just	as	Farid	was	now	running	after	him,	and	as	 for
Resa	-	perhaps	he	recalled	her	name	last	to	convince	himself	that	he	was	certainly	not	climbing	down	this
damned	stairway	on	her	account.

Unfortunately,	even	 invisible	feet	make	sounds,	but	 luckily	he	only	met	guards	once.	Three	warders
passed	him	at	such	close	quarters	that	he	could	smell	the	garlic	on	their	breath,	and	he	only	just	managed
to	press	close	to	the	wall	in	time	to	stop	the	fattest	of	them	from	bumping	into	him.	During	the	rest	of	the
dark	downward	climb,	he	met	no	one.	There	was	a	 torch	burning	every	 few	feet	along	 the	 rough-hewn
walls,	so	different	from	the	finely	chiseled	masonry	in	the	castle	above.	Dustfinger	twice	passed	a	room
where	more	guards	were	sitting,	but	they	never,	even	raised	their	heads	as	he	stole	by,	more	quietly	than	a
breath	of	air	and	equally	invisible.

When	 the	 stairs	 finally	 came	 to	 an	 end,	 he	 almost	 collided	with	 a	 warder	 pacing	 up	 and	 down	 a
candlelit	corridor	with	a	bored	expression	on	his	face.	Soundlessly,	he	slipped	past	the	man.	He	peered
into	dungeons	scarcely	larger	than	holes,	too	low	for	anyone	to	stand	up	in.	Others	were	large	enough	to
take	fifty	men.	It	would	certainly	be	easy	simply	to	forget	a	prisoner	down	here,	and	Dustfinger’s	heart
contracted	as	he	imagined	how	Resa	must	be	feeling	in	this	darkness.	She	had	been	a	prisoner	before,	for
so	many	years,	and	after	that	her	freedom	had	lasted	barely	a	year.

He	heard	voices,	 and	 followed	 them	along	 another	 corridor	 until	 they	grew	 louder.	A	 small,	 bald-
headed	man	came	 toward	him.	He	passed	 so	close	 that	Dustfinger	held	his	breath	 -	but	 the	man	didn’t
notice	him,	 just	muttered	something	about	stupid	women	and	disappeared	around	 the	corner.	Dustfinger
pressed	his	back	against	the	damp	wall	and	listened.	Someone	was	weeping	-	a	woman,	and	someone	else
was	speaking	soothingly	to	her.	There	was	only	one	cell	at	the	end	of	the	corridor:	a	dark,	barred	cavern
with	a	torch	burning	beside	it.	How	was	he	to	get	past	those	damned	bars?	He	went	close	to	them.	There
sat	Resa,	stroking	another	woman’s	hair	to	comfort	her,	while	Twofingers	sat	beside	them	playing	a	sad
tune	on	a	 little	 flute.	No	one	could	have	done	 it	half	as	well	with	all	 ten	 fingers	as	he	did	with	seven.
Dustfinger	didn’t	know	the	others:	neither	the	women	with	Resa	nor	the	other	men.	There	was	no	sign	of
the	Barn	Owl.	Where	had	they	taken	him?	Had	he	perhaps	been	imprisoned	with	Silvertongue?

He	looked	around,	listened.	Somewhere	a	man	laughed,	probably	one	of	the	warders.	Dustfinger	held
a	finger	in	the	burning	torch,	whispered	fire-words	until	a	flame	leaped	from	his	fingertip	like	a	sparrow
picking	up	crumbs.	When	he	had	 first	 shown	Farid	how	 to	write	his	name	on	a	wall	 in	 fire,	 the	boy’s
black	eyes	had	almost	popped	out	of	his	head.	Yet	it	was	perfectly	easy.	Dustfinger	put	his	hand	between
the	bars	and	passed	his	finger	over	the	rough	stone.	Resa,	he	wrote,	and	saw	Twofingers	lower	his	flute
and	stare	at	the	burning	letters.	Resa	turned.	Heavens,	how	sad	she	looked!	He	should	have	come	sooner.
A	good	thing	her	daughter	couldn’t	see	her	like	this.



She	rose,	took	a	step	toward	her	name,	and	hesitated.	Still	with	his	finger,	Dustfinger	drew	a	fiery	line
like	an	arrow	pointing	his	way.	She	came	close	to	the	bars	and	stared	at	the	empty	air,	incredulous	and
baffled.

“I’m	sorry,”	he	whispered.	“You	won’t	see	my	face	today,	but	it’s	still	as	scarred	as	ever.”
“Dustfinger?”	 She	 reached	 into	 the	 air,	 and	 his	 invisible	 fingers	 took	 her	 hand.	 She	 was	 actually

speaking!	The	Black	Prince	had	told	him	she	could	speak	again,	but	he	hadn’t	believed	him.
“What	a	beautiful	voice!”	he	whispered.	“I	always	imagined	it	would	be	something	like	 that.	When

did	you	get	it	back?”
“When	Mortola	shot	Mo.”
Twofingers	was	still	staring	at	her.	The	woman	Resa	had	been	comforting	turned	to	them,	too.	Just	so

long	as	they	didn’t	say	anything…
“How	are	you?”	she	whispered.	“How	is	Meggie?”
“Well.	Better	off	than	you,	for	sure.	She	and	the	writer	got	together	to	change	this	story	for	the	better.”
Resa	was	clinging	to	the	bars	with	one	hand	and	to	his	own	hand	with	the	other.	“Where	is	she	now?”
“Probably	with	her	father.”	He	saw	the	horror	in	her	face.	“Yes,	I	know,	he’s	up	in	the	tower,	but	that’s

what	she	wanted.	It’s	all	part	of	the	plan	Fenoglio	has	thought	up.”
“How	is	he?	How’s	Mo?”
Jealousy	still	gave	him	a	pang.	The	heart	was	a	stupid	thing.	“Said	to	be	better,	and	thanks	to	Meggie

he’s	not	going	 to	be	hanged	 for	 the	 time	being,	 so	don’t	 look	so	sad.	Your	daughter	and	Fenoglio	have
thought	 of	 a	 very	 clever	 way	 to	 save	 him.	 Him,	 and	 you,	 and	 all	 the	 others….”	 Steps	 approached.
Dustfinger	let	go	of	Resa’s	hand	and	moved	back,	but	the	footsteps	went	past	and	away	again.

“Are	you	still	there?”	Her	eyes	searched	the	darkness.
“Yes.”	He	took	hold	of	her	fingers	once	more.	“We	only	ever	seem	to	meet	 in	dungeons	now!	How

long	does	it	take	your	husband	to	bind	a	book?”
“Bind	a	book?”
He	heard	footsteps	again,	but	this	time	the	sound	died	away	more	quickly.
“Yes.	It’s	a	crazy	story,	but	since	Fenoglio	has	written	it	and	your	daughter	has	read	it,	no	doubt	it	will

come	true.”
She	put	her	other	hand	through	the	bars	until	her	fingers	met	his	face.	“You	really	are	invisible!	How

do	you	do	it?”	She	sounded	as	curious	as	a	little	girl.	She	was	curious	about	everything	she	didn’t	know.
He	had	always	liked	that	in	her.

“Only	an	old	fairy	trick!”	Her	fingers	stroked	his	scarred	cheek.	Why	can’t	you	help	her,	Dustfinger?
he	thought.	She’ll	go	mad	down	here!	Suppose	he	struck	one	of	the	warders	down?	But	there	was	still	that
endless	staircase	to	climb,	and	after	it	the	castle,	the	wide	courtyard,	the	bare	hilltop	-	nowhere	to	hide
her,	no	tree	to	conceal	her.	Only	stones	and	soldiers.

“What	about	your	wife?”	Her	voice	was	beautiful.	“Did	you	find	her?”
“Yes.”
“What	did	you	tell	her?”
“About	what?”
“The	time	you	were	away.”
“Nothing.”
“I’ve	told	Mo	everything.”
Yes,	no	doubt	she	had.	“Well,	Silvertongue	knows	what	you’re	talking	about,	but	I	don’t	think	Roxane

would	have	believed	me,	do	you?”
“No,	probably	not.”	For	a	moment	she	bent	her	head	as	if	she	were	remembering	-	remembering	the

time	he	couldn’t	tell	Roxane	about.	“The	Black	Prince	told	me	you	have	a	daughter,	too,”	she	whispered.
“Why	didn’t	you	ever	tell	me	about	her?”



Twofingers	and	the	woman	with	the	tearstained	face	were	still	staring	at	them.	With	luck	they	believed
by	now	that	they	had	imagined	the	fiery	letters.	There	was	only	a	faint	trace	of	soot	left	on	the	wall,	and	it
was	not	unusual,	after	all,	for	people	to	begin	talking	to	the	empty	air	in	dungeons.

“I	 had	 two	 daughters.”	Dustfinger	 jumped	 as	 someone	 screamed	 somewhere.	 “The	 elder	 is	 around
Meggie’s	age,	but	she’s	angry	with	me.	She	wants	to	know	where	I	was	for	those	ten	years.	Perhaps	you
know	a	pretty	story	I	can	tell	her?”

“What	about	the	other	one?”
“She’s	dead.”
Resa	just	pressed	his	hand.	“I’m	sorry.”
“Yes.	So	 am	 I.”	He	 turned.	One	of	 the	warders	was	 standing	 at	 the	 end	of	 the	 corridor.	He	 called

something	to	another	warder,	and	then	walked	on,	looking	sullen.
“Three	weeks,	maybe	 four!”	Resa	whispered.	 “That’s	how	 long	Mo	would	need,	depending	on	 the

thickness	of	the	book.”
“Good,	 then	that’s	not	so	bad.”	He	put	his	hand	through	the	bars	and	stroked	her	hair.	“A	couple	of

weeks	are	nothing	to	all	those	years	in	Capricorn’s	house,	Resa!	Remember	that	every	time	you	feel	like
beating	your	head	against	these	bars.	Promise	me.”

She	nodded.	“Tell	Meggie	I’m	well!”	she	whispered.	“And	tell	Mo,	too,	please.	You’ll	be	talking	to
him	as	well,	won’t	you?”

“Yes,	of	course!”	lied	Dustfinger.	What	harm	did	it	do	to	promise	her	that?	For	what	else	could	he	do
to	help	her?	The	other	woman	began	sobbing	again.	Her	weeping	echoed	back	from	the	moldering	walls,
louder	and	louder.

“Damn	it	all,	shut	your	gob	there!”
Dustfinger	pressed	close	to	the	wall	as	the	warder	approached.	He	was	a	fat	fellow,	a	hulk	of	a	man,

and	Dustfinger	 held	 his	 breath	 as	 he	 stopped	 right	 beside	 him.	For	 a	 terrible	moment	Twofingers	was
staring	straight	at	Dustfinger	as	if	he	could	see	him,	but	then	his	eyes	moved	on,	searching	the	darkness,
perhaps	for	more	fiery	letters	on	the	wall.

“Don’t	cry!”	Resa	 tried	 to	calm	 the	woman	as	 the	warder	struck	 the	bars	with	his	stick.	Dustfinger
could	hardly	 find	a	corner	 to	 retreat	 into.	The	weeping	woman	buried	her	 face	 in	Resa’s	skirt,	and	 the
warder	turned	with	a	grunt	and	trudged	away	again.	Dustfinger	waited	until	the	sound	of	his	footsteps	had
died	away	before	returning	to	the	bars.	Resa	was	kneeling	beside	the	woman,	whose	face	was	still	buried
in	her	dress,	and	talking	to	her	softly.

“Resa!”	he	whispered.	“I	must	go.	Did	they	bring	an	old	man	down	here	tonight?	A	physician,	he	calls
himself	the	Barn	Owl.”

She	 came	back	 to	 the	bars.	 “No,”	 she	whispered,	 “but	 the	warders	were	 talking	 about	 a	 physician
they’ve	arrested.	He	has	to	treat	all	the	sick	people	in	the	castle	before	they	shut	him	up	with	us.”

“That’ll	be	him.	Give	him	my	greetings.”	It	was	hard	for	him	to	leave	her	alone	in	the	dark	like	this.
He	 would	 have	 liked	 to	 free	 her	 from	 her	 cage,	 just	 as	 he	 set	 fairies	 free	 in	marketplaces,	 but	 Resa
wouldn’t	be	able	to	fly	away.

At	the	foot	of	the	stairs,	two	warders	were	joking	about	the	hangman	whose	work	Firefox	was	only
too	keen	to	take	over.	Dustfinger	slipped	past	them,	quick	as	a	lizard,	but	all	the	same	one	of	them	turned
his	way	with	a	confused	expression.	Perhaps	the	smell	of	fire	that	Dustfinger	wore	like	a	second	coat	had
risen	to	his	nostrils.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
61	In	the	Tower	of	the	Castle	of	Night

You	never	came	out	the	way	you	came	in.
Francis	Spufford,	The	Child	That	Books	Built
Mo	was	asleep	when	they	brought	Meggie	to	him.	It	was	only	the	fever	that	made	him	sleep,	numbing

the	thoughts	that	kept	him	awake	hour	after	hour,	day	after	day,	while	he	listened	to	his	own	heartbeat	in
the	draughty	cell	where	 they	had	put	him,	high	 in	one	of	 the	 silver	 towers.	The	moon	was	still	 shining
through	the	barred	windows	when	the	approaching	footsteps	roused	him.

“Wake	up,	Bluejay!”	The	light	of	a	torch	fell	into	the	cell,	and	Firefox	pushed	a	slender	figure	through
the	door.

Resa?	What	kind	of	dream	was	this?	A	good	one,	for	a	change?
But	it	was	not	his	wife	they	had	brought.	It	was	his	daughter.
With	difficulty,	Mo	sat	up.	He	 tasted	Meggie’s	 tears	on	his	 face	as	 she	hugged	him	so	hard	 that	he

drew	in	his	breath	sharply	with	pain.
Meggie.	They	had	caught	her,	too.
“Mo?	Say	something!”	She	took	his	hand	and	looked	at	his	face	with	concern.	“How	are	you?”	she

whispered.
“Well,	fancy	that!”	mocked	Firefox.	“The	Bluejay	really	does	have	a	daughter.	I	expect	she’s	about	to

tell	you	she’s	here	of	her	own	free	will,	as	she	tried	to	make	the	Adderhead	believe.	She’s	done	a	deal
with	him,	and	it’s	supposed	to	save	your	neck.	You	should	have	heard	the	fairy	tales	she	told.	You	could
always	sell	her	and	her	angel’s	tongue	to	the	strolling	players.”

Mo	didn’t	even	ask	what	he	was	talking	about.	He	drew	Meggie	close	as	soon	as	the	guard	had	bolted
the	door	behind	Firefox,	kissed	her	hair,	her	forehead,	took	her	face	between	his	hands.	He	had	been	so
sure	that	he’d	seen	that	face	for	the	last	time	in	the	stable	in	the	forest.	“Meggie,	for	God’s	sake,”	he	said,
leaning	his	back	against	the	cold	wall,	since	he	could	still	hardly	stand.	He	was	so	glad	to	see	her	there.
So	glad	and	so	dismayed,	too.	“How	did	they	catch	you?”

“Never	mind	that.	Everything	will	be	all	right,	believe	me!”	She	put	her	hand	on	his	shirt	where	there
was	still	dried	blood	on	it.	“You	looked	so	sick	in	the	stable…	I	thought	I’d	never	see	you	again.”

“I	thought	the	same	when	I	found	that	letter	on	your	pillow.”	He	stroked	the	tears	off	her	lashes	as	he
had	so	often	done	before	over	the	years.	How	tall	she	was,	hardly	a	child	anymore,	although	he	could	still
clearly	see	the	child	in	her.	“Oh,	heavens,	it’s	so	good	to	see	you,	Meggie.	I	know	I	shouldn’t	say	so.	A
good	father	would	say:	Dear	daughter,	do	you	have	to	get	yourself	locked	up	every	time	I	do?”

She	had	to	laugh,	but	he	saw	the	concern	in	her	eyes.	She	passed	her	fingers	over	his	face	as	if	she
were	finding	shadows	that	hadn’t	been	there	before.	Perhaps	the	White	Women	had	left	their	fingerprints
behind,	even	though	they	hadn’t	taken	him	away	with	them.

“Don’t	 look	at	me	 like	 that!	 I’m	better,	much	better,	 and	you	know	why.”	He	brushed	 the	hair	back
from	her	forehead;	it	was	so	like	her	mother’s.	The	thought	of	Resa	hurt	like	a	sharp	thorn.	“Those	were
powerful	words.	Did	Fenoglio	write	them	for	you?”

Meggie	nodded.	“And	he	wrote	more	for	me,	too,”	she	whispered	in	his	ear.	“Words	that	will	save
you.	You	and	Resa	and	all	the	others.”

Words.	His	whole	life	seemed	to	be	woven	from	words.	His	life,	and	his	death,	too.
“They	took	your	mother	and	the	others	to	the	dungeons	under	the	castle.”	He	remembered	Fenoglio’s



description	only	 too	well:	The	dungeons	under	 the	Castle	 of	Night,	where	 fear	 clung	 to	 the	walls	 like
mold,	and	no	ray	of	sun	ever	warmed	the	black	stones.

“Mo?”	Meggie	put	her	hand	on	his	shoulder.	“Do	you	think	you	can	work?”
“Work?	Why?”	He	couldn’t	help	smiling,	 for	 the	first	 time	 in	a	 long,	 long	while.	“Do	you	 think	 the

Adderhead	will	forget	he	wants	to	hang	me	if	I	restore	his	books	for	him?”
But	he	didn’t	once	interrupt	as	she	told	him,	in	a	low	voice,	Fenoglio’s	idea	for	rescuing	him.	He	sat

on	the	straw	mattress	where	he	had	lain	these	last	few	days	and	nights,	counting	the	notches	carved	in	the
walls	by	other	unfortunates,	and	listened	to	Meggie.

And	the	more	of	the	story	she	told,	the	crazier	Fenoglio’s	plan	seemed,	but	when	she	had	finished	Mo
shook	his	head	and	smiled.

“Not	a	bad	idea!”	he	said	quietly.	“No,	the	old	fox	is	no	fool,	he	knows	his	story.”	It’s	just	a	pity	that
Mortola	 presumably	 knows	 the	 altered	 version	 now,	 too,	 he	 added	 to	 himself.	 And	 that	 you	 were
interrupted	before	you	had	read	 it	 to	 the	end.	As	so	often,	Meggie	seemed	 to	see	what	he	was	 thinking
from	his	face.	He	saw	it	in	her	eyes.	He	stroked	the	bridge	of	her	nose	with	his	forefinger,	as	he	always
used	to	when	she	was	little,	so	little	that	her	hand	could	hardly	close	around	his	finger.	Little	Meggie,	big
Meggie,	brave	Meggie…

“You’re	so	much	braver	than	I	am,”	he	said.	“Bargaining	with	the	Adderhead.	I’d	really	have	liked	to
see	that.”

She	put	her	arms	around	his	neck	and	stroked	his	 tired	face.	“You	will	see	it,	Mo!”	she	whispered.
“Fenoglio’s	words	always	come	true,	much	more	so	in	this	world	than	in	our	own.	They	made	you	well
again,	didn’t	they?”

He	just	nodded.	If	he	had	said	anything,	she	would	have	known	from	his	voice	that	he	found	it	difficult
to	believe,	as	she	did,	in	a	happy	ending.	Even	when	Meggie	was	younger	she	had	always	known	at	once
if	he	was	troubled	in	some	way,	but	then	it	had	been	easy	to	take	her	mind	off	it	with	a	joke,	a	pun,	a	story.
It	wasn’t	so	simple	now.	No	one	could	see	into	Mo’s	heart	as	easily	as	Meggie,	except	her	mother.	Resa
had	the	same	way	of	looking	at	him.

“I	 expect	 you’ve	heard	why	 they	dragged	me	here,	 haven’t	 you?”	he	 asked.	 “I’m	 supposed	 to	be	 a
famous	robber.	Remember	when	we	used	to	play	Robin	Hood?”

Meggie	nodded.	“You	always	wanted	to	be	Robin.”
“And	you	wanted	to	be	the	Sheriff	of	Nottingham.	The	baddies	are	stronger,	Mo,	you	kept	telling	me.

Clever	child.	Do	you	know	what	they	call	me?	You’ll	like	it.”
“The	Bluejay.”	Meggie	almost	whispered	the	name.
“Yes,	 exactly.	What	 do	 you	 think?	 I	 don’t	 suppose	 there’s	 much	 hope	 the	 real	 Bluejay	 will	 come

wanting	his	name	back	before	my	execution,	do	you?”
How	gravely	she	was	looking	at	him.	As	if	she	knew	something	he	didn’t.
“There	isn’t	any	other	Bluejay,	Mo,”	she	said	quietly.	“You	are	him.”	Without	another	word	she	took

his	arm,	turned	up	his	sleeve,	and	let	her	finger	trace	the	scar	that	Basta’s	dogs	had	left.	“That	wound	was
just	 healing	when	we	were	 in	Fenoglio’s	 house.	He	gave	 you	 an	ointment	 to	 help	 the	 scar	 tissue	 form
better,	remember?”

He	didn’t	understand.	Not	a	word.	“So?”
“You	are	the	Bluejay!”	She	repeated	it.	“No	one	else.	Fenoglio	wrote	the	songs	about	him.	He	made

him	up	because	he	thought	his	world	needed	a	robber	-	and	he	used	you	as	his	model!	He	was	a	noble
robber	in	my	imagination,	that’s	what	he	wrote	to	me.”

It	was	some	time	before	Mo’s	mind	could	take	in	the	meaning	of	her	words.	Suddenly,	he	had	to	laugh.
So	loudly	that	the	guard	opened	the	barred	flap	in	the	door	and	stared	in	suspiciously.	Mo	wiped	the	laugh
off	his	face	and	stared	back	until	the	guard	disappeared	again,	cursing.	Then	he	leaned	his	head	against	the
wall	behind	him	and	closed	his	eyes.



“I’m	sorry,	Mo,”	whispered	Meggie.	“So	sorry.	Sometimes	Fenoglio	is	a	terrible	old	man!”
“Well,	yes.”
Perhaps	that	was	why	Orpheus	had	found	it	so	easy	to	read	him	here.	Because	he	was	already	in	this

story	anyway.	“What	do	you	think?”	he	asked.	“Do	I	feel	honored,	or	do	I	wring	Fenoglio’s	old	neck?”
Meggie	put	her	hand	on	his	forehead.	“You’re	all	hot!	Lie	down.	You	must	rest.”
How	often	had	he	said	the	same	to	her;	how	many	nights	had	he	spent	sitting	beside	her	bed?	Measles,

chicken	 pox,	 scarlet	 fever…”Lord,	 Meggie,”	 he	 had	 groaned	 when	 she	 caught	 whooping	 cough,	 too,
“can’t	you	leave	out	at	least	one	childhood	illness?”

The	 fever	 was	 pouring	 hot	 lead	 into	 his	 veins,	 and	when	Meggie	 bent	 over	 him,	 he	 thought	 for	 a
moment	that	Resa	was	sitting	beside	him.	But	Meggie’s	hair	was	fairer.

“Where	are	Dustfinger	and	Farid?	They	were	with	you,	weren’t	they?	Have	they	been	captured,	too?”
The	fever	made	his	tongue	heavy.

“No,	I	don’t	think	so.	Did	you	know	Dustfinger	has	a	wife?”
“Yes,	it	was	because	of	her	that	Basta	cut	his	face.	Have	you	met	her?”
Meggie	nodded.	“She’s	very	beautiful.	Farid	is	jealous	of	her.”
“Really?	I	thought	he	was	in	love	with	you.”
She	went	red,	bright	red.
“Meggie?”	Mo	sat	up.	When	on	earth	was	this	fever	finally	going	to	go	away?	It	made	him	as	weak	as

an	old	man.	“Oh	no!”	he	said	quietly.	“I	see	I’ve	missed	something.	My	daughter	falls	in	love	and	I	fail	to
notice!	One	more	reason	to	curse	that	damned	book.	You	should	have	stayed	with	Farid.	I’d	have	been	all
right.”

“You	wouldn’t!	They’d	have	hanged	you!”
“They	may	yet.	The	boy	must	be	worried	out	of	his	mind	about	you	now.	Poor	fellow.	Has	he	kissed

you?”
“Mo!”	She	turned	her	face	away,	embarrassed,	but	she	was	smiling.
“I	have	to	know.	I	think	I	even	have	to	give	my	permission,	don’t	I?”
“Mo,	stop	it!”	She	nudged	him	in	the	ribs	with	her	elbow,	as	usual	when	he	was	teasing	her,	and	was

horrified	to	see	his	face	twist	with	pain.	“Oh,	I’m	sorry,”	she	whispered.
“Well,	so	long	as	it	hurts,	I’m	still	alive.”
The	wind	carried	the	sound	of	horses’	hooves	up	to	them.	Weapons	clashed,	and	voices	rang	through

the	night.
“I	tell	you	what,”	said	Mo	quietly.	“Let’s	play	our	old	game.	We’ll	imagine	we’re	in	another	story.	In

Hobbiton,	maybe,	that’s	quite	a	peaceful	place,	or	with	Wart	and	the	wild	geese.	What	do	you	think?”
She	did	not	reply	for	some	time.	Then	she	took	his	hand	and	whispered,	“I’d	like	to	imagine	us	in	the

Wayless	Wood	together.	You	and	me	and	Resa.	Then	I	could	show	you	the	fairies,	and	the	fire-elves,	and
the	whispering	trees,	and	-	no,	wait!	Balbulus’s	workshop!	That’s	it.	I’d	like	to	be	there	with	you.	He’s	an
illuminator,	Mo.	In	the	Castle	of	Sighs	in	Ombra!	The	best	of	all	illuminators.	You	could	see	his	brushes
and	pigments…”

Suddenly,	she	sounded	so	excited!	She	could	still	forget	everything,	like	a	child	-	she	could	forget	the
bolted	door	and	the	gallows	in	the	courtyard.	The	mere	thought	of	a	couple	of	fine	paintbrushes	would	do
it.	“Very	well,”	said	Mo,	stroking	her	fair	hair	again.	“Anything	you	say.	Let’s	imagine	we’re	in	the	castle
of	Ombra.	I	really	would	like	to	see	those	brushes.”
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62	WHERE	TO?

I	dreamt	a	limitless	book,
A	book	unbound,
Its	leaves	scattered	in	fantastic	abundance
On	every	line	there	was	a	new	horizon	drawn,
New	heavens	supposed;
New	states,	new	souls.
Clive	Barker,	Abarat
Farid	was	waiting	by	the	statue,	as	they	had	agreed.	He	had	hidden	behind	it	-	obviously	he	still	found

it	hard	to	believe	that	he	was	invisible	-	and	he	hadn’t	managed	to	get	a	sight	of	Meggie.	Dustfinger	could
tell	from	his	voice;	it	was	husky	with	disappointment.	“I	got	into	the	tower,	I	even	saw	the	cell,	but	it’s
just	too	well	guarded.	And	in	the	kitchen	they	were	saying	she’s	a	witch	and	she’ll	be	killed	along	with
her	father!”

“Well,	what	did	you	expect	they’d	be	talking	about?	Did	you	hear	anything	else?”
“Yes,	something	about	Firefox.	They	said	he’ll	send	Cosimo	back	to	the	dead.”
“Ah.	Nothing	about	the	Black	Prince?”
“Only	that	there	are	people	looking	for	him,	but	they	haven’t	found	him.	They	say	he	and	his	bear	can

exchange	shapes,	so	that	sometimes	the	bear	is	the	Prince	and	the	Prince	is	the	bear.	And	they	say	he	can
fly	and	make	himself	invisible,	and	that	he’s	going	to	rescue	the	Bluejay!”

“Really?”	Dustfinger	laughed	quietly.	“The	Prince	will	like	that.	Right,	come	on.	It’s	time	for	us	to	be
off.”

“Be	off?”	Dustfinger	felt	Farid’s	fingers	clutching	his	arm.	“Why?	We	could	hide.	The	castle’s	so	big,
no	one	would	find	us.”

“You	 think	 so?	What	would	you	do	here	 anyway?	Meggie	wouldn’t	 go	with	you	even	 if	 you	could
magic	her	through	locked	doors.	Have	you	forgotten	the	deal	she	was	offering	the	Adderhead?	Resa	says
it	will	take	Silvertongue	a	few	weeks	to	bind	a	book,	and	the	Adderhead	won’t	hurt	a	hair	of	his	head	or
Meggie’s	until	he	has	that	book,	will	he?	So	come	on!	It’s	time	we	looked	for	the	Prince.	We	must	tell	him
about	Sootbird.”

Outside,	it	was	still	as	dark	as	if	morning	would	never	come.	This	time	they	slipped	through	the	castle
gate	together	with	a	troop	of	men-at-arms.	Dustfinger	would	have	liked	to	know	where	they	were	going	so
late	 at	night.	Let’s	hope	 they’re	not	hunting	 the	Prince,	he	 thought,	 cursing	Sootbird	 for	his	 treacherous
heart.

The	men-at-arms	 galloped	 off	 down	 the	 road	 leading	 away	 from	Mount	Adder	 into	 the	mountains.
Dustfinger	was	standing	there	watching	them	go	when	something	furry	suddenly	jumped	up	at	him.	Taken
by	surprise,	he	stumbled	into	the	structure	of	one	of	the	gallows.	Two	feet	were	swinging	back	and	forth
above	him.	But	Gwin	clung	to	his	arm	as	naturally	as	if	his	master	had	always	been	invisible.

“Damn	it	all!”	His	heart	was	in	his	mouth	as	he	seized	the	marten.	“You’ll	be	the	death	of	me	yet,	you
little	beast,	won’t	you?”	he	hissed	at	him.	“Where	did	you	spring	from?”

As	if	in	answer,	Roxane	stepped	out	of	the	shadow	of	the	castle	walls.	“Dustfinger?”	she	whispered
as	her	eyes	searched	for	his	invisible	face.	Jink	appeared	behind	her	and	raised	his	nose,	sniffing.

“Yes,	 who	 did	 you	 think?”	He	 guided	 her	 on	with	 him,	 pressing	 her	 close	 to	 the	wall	 so	 that	 the



sentries	on	the	battlements	couldn’t	see	her.	This	time	he	didn’t	ask	why	she	had	followed	them.	He	was
too	glad	that	she	was	there.	Even	if	the	expression	on	her	face	reminded	him	for	a	moment	of	Resa	and	her
sadness.	 “There’s	 nothing	 we	 can	 do	 here	 for	 the	 moment,”	 he	 whispered.	 “But	 did	 you	 know	 that
Sootbird	is	a	welcome	guest	in	the	Castle	of	Night?”

“Sootbird?”
“Yes.	It’s	bad	news.	You	ride	back	to	Ombra	and	see	to	Jehan	and	Brianna.	I’ll	go	and	look	for	the

Black	Prince	and	warn	him	of	this	cuckoo	in	the	nest.”
“And	how	are	you	going	to	find	him?”	Roxane	smiled,	as	if	she	could	see	his	baffled	face.	“Shall	I

take	you	to	him?”
“You?”
“Yes.”	Up	above,	the	guards	called	something	to	one	another.	Dustfinger	drew	Roxane	even	closer	to

the	wall.	 “The	Prince	cares	 for	his	Motley	Folk	very	well,”	 she	whispered.	“And	as	 I’m	sure	you	can
imagine,	he	doesn’t	always	earn	the	money	he	needs	for	cripples	and	old	folk,	widows	and	orphans,	by
doing	 tricks	 in	marketplaces.	 His	men	 are	 skillful	 poachers	 and	 the	 terror	 of	 tax-gatherers,	 they	 have
hiding	places	all	over	the	forest,	in	Argenta	and	Lombrica	alike,	and	there	are	often	sick	or	wounded	men
there….	Nettle	will	have	nothing	to	do	with	robbers,	nor	will	the	moss-women,	and	they	don’t	trust	most
physicians.	 So	 some	 time	 ago	 they	 began	 coming	 to	me.	 I’m	 not	 afraid	 of	 the	 forest,	 I’ve	 been	 in	 its
darkest	corners	with	you.	Arrow	wounds,	broken	bones,	a	bad	cough	-	I	know	how	to	cure	all	those,	and
the	Prince	 trusts	me.	 I	was	always	Dustfinger’s	wife	 to	him,	even	when	I	was	married	 to	another	man.
Perhaps	he	was	right.”

“Was	he?”	Dustfinger	spun	around.	Someone	was	clearing	his	throat	in	the	darkness.
“Didn’t	you	say	we	must	be	gone	before	the	sun	rises?”	Farid’s	voice	sounded	reproachful.
By	fire	and	fairies,	he’d	forgotten	the	boy!	And	Farid	was	right.	Morning	couldn’t	be	far	away,	and	the

shadow	of	the	Castle	of	Night	was	not	the	best	place	to	discuss	dead	husbands.
“Very	well.	Catch	 the	martens!”	Dustfinger	whispered	 into	 the	night.	 “But	don’t,	 for	heaven’s	 sake,

scare	me	to	death	like	that	again,	understand?	Or	I’ll	never	let	you	make	yourself	invisible	again.”
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“Oh,	Sara.	It	is	like	a	story.”
“It	is	a	story…	everything	is	a	story.	You	are	a	story	-	I	am	a	story.	Miss	Minchin	is	a	story.”
Frances	Hodgson	Burnett,	The	Little	Princess
Farid	followed	Dustfinger	and	Roxane	through	the	night	with	an	expression	that	must	surely	be	as	dark

as	 the	sky	above	them.	It	hurt	 to	 leave	Meggie	behind	in	 the	castle,	however	sensible	 it	was.	And	now
here	was	Roxane	coming	with	them,	too.	Although	he	had	to	admit	that	she	seemed	to	know	exactly	where
she	was	going.	They	soon	came	upon	the	first	hiding	place,	well	concealed	behind	thorny	undergrowth,
but	 it	was	deserted.	 In	 the	next	 they	found	two	men	who	distrustfully	drew	their	knives	and	did	not	put
them	back	in	their	belts	until	Roxane	had	spoken	to	them	at	length.	Perhaps	they	sensed	the	presence	of
Dustfinger	and	Farid,	 in	spite	of	 their	 invisibility.	Fortunately,	Roxane	had	once	cured	a	nasty	ulcer	for
one	of	them,	and	he	finally	told	her	where	she	would	find	the	Prince.

The	Badger’s	Earth.	Farid	 thought	 he	 heard	 those	words	 twice.	 “Their	main	hideout,”	was	 all	 that
Roxane	said.	“We	must	be	there	by	daybreak.	But	they	warned	me	that	there	are	said	to	be	soldiers	on	the
move,	a	great	many	of	them.”

From	 then	on	Farid	 sometimes	 thought	he	heard	 the	clink	of	 swords	 in	 the	distance,	 the	 snorting	of
horses,	voices,	marching	footsteps	-	but	perhaps	he	was	only	imagining	it.	Soon	the	first	rays	of	sunlight
penetrated	 the	 leaf	 canopy	above	 them,	gradually	 turning	 their	bodies	visible	 again,	 like	 reflections	on
dark	water.	 It	was	good	not	 to	have	 to	keep	 looking	 for	his	own	hands	and	 feet,	 and	 to	 see	Dustfinger
again.	Even	if	he	was	walking	beside	Roxane.

Now	and	then	Farid	sensed	her	looking	at	him,	as	if	she	were	still	searching	his	dark	face	for	some
similarity	to	Dustfinger.	At	her	farm	she	had	once	or	twice	asked	him	questions	about	his	mother.	Farid
would	have	liked	to	tell	her	that	his	mother	had	been	a	princess,	much,	much	more	beautiful	than	Roxane,
and	that	Dustfinger	had	loved	her	so	dearly	that	he	stayed	with	her	for	ten	years	until	death	took	her	from
him,	 leaving	him	only	with	 their	 son,	 their	dark-skinned,	black-eyed	son	who	now	followed	him	 like	a
shadow.	But	his	age	wasn’t	quite	right	for	this	tale,	and	moreover	Dustfinger	would	probably	have	been
furious	if	Roxane	had	asked	him	for	the	truth	behind	it,	so	in	the	end	Farid	told	her	only	that	his	mother
was	dead	-	which	was	probably	correct.	If	Roxane	was	stupid	enough	to	think	Dustfinger	had	come	back
to	her	only	because	he	had	lost	another	woman,	all	the	better.	Every	glance	that	Dustfinger	cast	her	filled
Farid’s	heart	to	the	brim	with	jealousy.	Suppose	he	decided	to	stay	with	her	forever,	at	the	farm	with	the
fragrant	fields	of	herbs?	Suppose	he	stopped	wanting	to	go	from	one	marketplace	to	the	next	but	preferred
to	 live	with	her,	kissing	her	and	 laughing	with	her	as	he	already	did	only	 too	often,	 forgetting	 fire	and
Farid?

The	forest	became	denser	and	denser,	and	the	Castle	of	Night	might	have	been	only	a	bad	dream,	when
they	suddenly	saw	more	than	a	dozen	men	standing	among	the	trees	around	them.	Armed	men	in	ragged
clothes.	They	 appeared	 so	 silently	 that	 even	Dustfinger	 hadn’t	 heard	 them.	They	 surrounded	 them	with
hostile	expressions	on	 their	 faces,	knives	and	swords	 in	 their	hands,	and	stared	at	 the	 two	figures	who
were	still	almost	transparent	around	the	chests	and	arms.

“Hey,	Snapper,	don’t	you	know	me?”	asked	Roxane,	going	up	to	one	of	them.	“How	are	your	fingers
doing?”

The	man’s	face	cleared.	He	was	a	heavily	built	fellow	with	a	scar	on	his	neck.	“Ah,	the	herb-witch,”



he	said.	“Of	course.	Why	are	you	roaming	the	forest	here	so	early?	And	what	are	those	ghosts	with	you?”
“We’re	not	ghosts.	We’re	looking	for	the	Black	Prince.”	As	Dustfinger	moved	to	Roxane’s	side	all	the

men’s	weapons	turned	his	way.
“What	are	you	doing?”	Roxane	asked	the	men	angrily.	“Look	at	his	face.	Did	you	never	hear	of	 the

fire-dancer?	The	Prince	will	set	his	bear	on	you	if	he	hears	that	you	threatened	him.”
The	men	put	their	heads	together	and	scrutinized	Dustfinger’s	scarred	face	uneasily.
“Three	scars	as	pale	as	cobwebs,”	whispered	Snapper.	“Oh	yes,	we’ve	all	heard	about	him,	but	only

in	songs.	…”
“Who	says	 songs	can’t	be	believed?”	Dustfinger	breathed	 into	 the	cool	morning	air	 and	whispered

fire-words	until	a	flame	consumed	his	steaming	breath.	The	robbers	flinched	back	and	stared	at	him,	as	if
this	only	reinforced	their	certainty	that	he	was	a	ghost.	However,	Dustfinger	raised	both	hands	in	the	air
and	put	the	flame	out	between	them	as	if	nothing	could	be	easier.	Then	he	bent	down	and	cooled	the	palms
of	his	hands	on	the	dewy	grass.

“Did	 you	 see	 that?”	Snapper	 looked	 at	 the	 others.	 “That’s	 just	what	 the	Prince	 has	 always	 told	 us
about	him	-	he	catches	fire	as	you	might	catch	a	rabbit;	he	speaks	to	it	like	a	lover.”

The	 robbers	 took	 the	 three	 into	 their	midst.	Farid	 looked	uneasily	 at	 the	men’s	 faces	 as	he	walked
along	beside	them.	They	reminded	him	of	other	faces,	faces	from	an	earlier	life,	from	a	world	that	he	did
not	like	to	remember,	and	he	stayed	as	close	as	he	could	to	Dustfinger’s	side.

“Are	you	sure	these	are	the	Prince’s	men?”	Dustfinger	asked	Roxane	in	an	undertone.
“Oh	yes,”	she	whispered	back.	“He	can’t	choose	who	will	follow	him.”
Farid	did	not	think	this	answer	very	reassuring.
The	 robbers	 in	 Farid’s	 old	 life	 had	 claimed	 caves	 full	 of	 treasure	 as	 their	 own,	 caverns	 more

magnificent	 than	 the	 halls	 of	 the	 Castle	 of	 Night.	 The	 hideout	 where	 Snapper	 took	 them	 could	 not	 be
compared	with	those	caves.	Its	entrance,	hidden	in	a	crevice	in	the	ground	among	tall	beech	trees,	was	so
narrow	that	you	had	to	squeeze	your	way	in,	and	even	Farid	had	to	duck	his	head	in	the	passage	beyond	it.
The	 cave	 it	 led	 to	 was	 not	much	 better.	 Other	 passages	 branched	 off,	 obviously	 leading	 even	 deeper
underground.	“Welcome	 to	 the	Badger’s	Earth!”	said	Snapper,	while	 the	men	sitting	on	 the	 floor	of	 the
cave	looked	at	them	suspiciously.	“Who	says	that	only	the	Adderhead	can	dig	deep	into	the	ground?	There
are	several	men	among	us	who	toiled	in	his	mines	for	years.	They	found	out	how	you	can	nest	far	down	in
the	earth	and	not	have	it	fall	on	your	head.”

The	Prince	was	alone	in	a	cave	to	one	side	of	the	others,	only	the	bear	was	with	him,	and	he	looked
tired.	But	at	the	sight	of	Dustfinger	his	face	brightened,	and	the	news	they	brought	was	not	so	much	of	a
surprise	to	him	as	they	had	expected.

“Ah	yes,	Sootbird!”	he	said,	and	Snapper	drew	a	finger	across	his	throat	at	the	mention	of	that	name.
“I	ought	to	have	asked	myself	much	sooner	how	he	could	afford	the	alchemists’	powders	he	uses	in	his
fire-eating	shows.	The	few	coins	he	earns	in	marketplaces	wouldn’t	pay	for	it.	But	unfortunately	I	didn’t
have	him	watched	until	after	the	attack	on	the	Secret	Camp.	He	soon	parted	from	the	other	prisoners	we
freed	and	met	the	Adderhead’s	informers	on	the	border.	While	those	he	betrayed	are	in	the	dungeons	of	the
Castle	of	Night,	and	there’s	nothing	I	can	do	for	them!	Here	I	am	stuck	in	a	forest	swarming	with	soldiers.
The	Adderhead	is	assembling	them	up	on	the	road	that	leads	to	Ombra.”

“Cosimo?”	It	was	Roxane	who	spoke	the	name,	and	the	Prince	nodded.
“Yes.	I	sent	him	three	messengers	with	three	warnings.	One	came	back,	but	only	to	say	that	Cosimo

laughed	 in	his	 face.	 I’ll	 admit	 I	 don’t	 remember	him	as	being	quite	 so	 stupid.	The	year	he	 spent	 away
seems	to	have	robbed	him	of	his	reason.	He’s	planning	to	make	war	on	the	Adderhead	with	an	army	of
peasants.	It’s	as	if	we	were	to	march	against	the	Adderhead	ourselves.”

“We’d	have	a	better	chance,”	said	Snapper.
“Yes,	 I	 expect	we	would.”	The	Black	Prince	 sounded	so	discouraged	 that	Farid’s	heart	 failed	him.



Secretly,	 he	 had	 always	 put	 far	more	 trust	 in	 the	Prince	 than	 in	Fenoglio’s	words,	 but	what	 could	 this
troop	of	ragged	men	digging	themselves	holes	in	the	forest	like	rabbits	do	against	the	Castle	of	Night?

The	men	brought	them	something	to	eat,	and	Roxane	looked	at	Dustfinger’s	leg.	She	treated	the	wound
with	an	ointment	that	made	it	smell	like	spring	in	the	cave	for	a	moment.	And	Farid	couldn’t	help	thinking
of	Meggie.	He	remembered	a	story	that	he	had	heard	by	a	fire	on	a	cold	night	in	the	desert.	It	was	the	tale
of	a	thief	who	fell	in	love	with	a	princess;	he	still	remembered	it	very	well.	The	two	were	so	deeply	in
love	 that	 they	 could	 speak	 to	 each	 other	 over	 a	 distance	 of	 many	miles.	 Each	 could	 hear	 the	 other’s
thoughts	even	 if	walls	 separated	 them,	each	knew	whether	 the	other	was	sad	or	happy…but	 intently	as
Farid	listened	to	his	own	feelings,	he	could	sense	nothing.	He	couldn’t	even	have	said	whether	Meggie
was	 still	 alive.	 She	 seemed	 to	 have	 gone	 away,	 gone	 away	 from	 his	 heart,	 from	 the	world.	When	 he
brushed	the	tears	from	his	eyes,	he	felt	Dustfinger	looking	at	him.

“I’ll	have	to	rest	this	wretched	leg	or	it	will	never	heal,”	he	said	quietly.	“But	we’ll	go	back.	When
the	time	comes	…”

Roxane	frowned,	but	she	said	nothing.	The	Prince	and	Dustfinger	began	talking	so	quietly	that	Farid
had	to	move	close	to	them	to	make	out	anything.	Roxane	put	her	head	on	Dustfinger’s	lap	and	was	soon
asleep.	But	Farid	curled	up	like	a	puppy	beside	him,	closed	his	eyes,	and	listened	to	the	two	men.

The	Black	Prince	wanted	to	know	all	about	Silvertongue	-	whether	the	day	of	the	execution	was	fixed,
where	he	was	held	prisoner,	how	his	wound	was	doing.	Dustfinger	told	him	what	he	knew.	And	he	told
him	about	the	book	that	Meggie	had	offered	the	Adderhead	as	a	ransom	for	her	father.

“A	book	 to	 hold	Death	 prisoner?”	The	Prince	 laughed	 incredulously.	 “Has	 the	Adderhead	 taken	 to
believing	in	fairy	tales?”

Dustfinger	did	not	reply	to	that.	He	said	nothing	about	Fenoglio,	he	did	not	say	they	were	all	part	of	a
story	 that	 an	 old	man	 had	written.	 In	 his	 place	 Farid	wouldn’t	 have	 said	 so,	 either.	 The	Black	 Prince
probably	wouldn’t	believe	 there	were	words	 that	could	decide	even	his	own	fate,	words	 like	 invisible
paths	 from	which	you	could	not	 turn	aside.	The	bear	grunted	 in	his	 sleep,	 and	Roxane	 turned	her	head
restlessly.	She	was	holding	Dustfinger’s	hand	as	if	she	wanted	to	take	him	into	her	dreams.

“You	told	the	boy	you’d	go	back,”	said	the	Prince.	“You	can	come	with	us.”
“Are	you	going	to	the	Castle	of	Night?	Why?	Do	you	plan	to	storm	it	with	these	few	men?	Or	tell	the

Adderhead	that	he’s	caught	the	wrong	man?	With	this	on	your	nose?”	Dustfinger	put	his	hand	among	the
blankets	lying	on	the	floor	and	brought	out	a	bird	mask.	Blue	jay	feathers	sewn	to	cracked	leather.	He	put
the	mask	on	his	scarred	face.

“Many	of	us	have	worn	that	mask	before,”	said	the	Prince.	“And	now	they’re	going	to	hang	another
innocent	man	for	the	deeds	we’ve	done.	I	can’t	allow	that!	This	time	it’s	a	bookbinder.	Last	time,	after	we
attacked	one	of	the	silver	transports,	they	hanged	a	charcoal-burner	just	because	he	had	a	scar	on	his	arm.
His	wife	is	probably	still	mourning	him.”

“It’s	not	just	the	deeds	you	did.	Fenoglio	invented	most	of	them!”	Dustfinger	sounded	irritated.	“Damn
it,	Prince,	you	can’t	save	Silvertongue.	You’ll	only	die,	too.	Or	do	you	seriously	think	the	Adderhead	will
let	him	go	just	because	you’ve	turned	yourself	in?”

“No,	 I’m	 not	 such	 a	 fool	 as	 that.	But	 I	must	 do	 something.”	The	 Prince	 put	 his	 hand	 in	 his	 bear’s
mouth,	as	he	so	often	did,	and	as	always	that	hand,	as	if	miraculously,	came	back	intact	from	between	the
bear’s	teeth.

“Yes,	 yes,	 very	 well.”	 Dustfinger	 sighed.	 “You	 and	 your	 unwritten	 rules.	 You	 don’t	 even	 know
Silvertongue!	How	can	you	want	to	die	for	someone	you	don’t	know?”

“Who	would	you	die	for?”	the	Prince	asked	in	return.
Farid	 saw	Dustfinger	 look	at	Roxane’s	 sleeping	 face	 -	 and	 then	 turn	 to	him.	He	quickly	 closed	his

eyes.
“You’d	die	for	Roxane,”	he	heard	the	Prince	say.



“Perhaps,”	said	Dustfinger,	and	through	his	lashes	Farid	saw	him	trace	Roxane’s	dark	brows	with	his
finger.	“Or	perhaps	not.	Do	you	have	many	informers	in	the	Castle	of	Night?”

“Yes,	 indeed.	 Kitchen	 maids,	 stable	 boys,	 even	 a	 few	 of	 the	 guards	 -	 although	 they	 come	 very
expensive	-	and	most	useful	of	all,	a	falconer	who	sends	me	a	message	now	and	then	by	one	of	his	clever
birds.	I	shall	hear	at	once	when	they’ve	fixed	the	day	of	the	execution.	You	know	the	Adderhead	doesn’t
have	such	things	done	in	a	marketplace	or	in	front	of	the	common	people	in	the	castle	courtyard	anymore,
not	 since	you	spoiled	my	punishment	 so	 thoroughly	 for	him.	He	was	never	a	 friend	of	 such	spectacles,
anyway.	An	execution	is	a	serious	matter	to	the	Adderhead.	The	gallows	outside	the	castle	will	do	for	a
poor	minstrel,	there’ll	be	no	trouble	about	that,	but	the	Bluejay	will	die	inside	the	gate.”

“Yes.	 If	his	daughter’s	voice	doesn’t	open	 that	gate	 for	him,”	 replied	Dustfinger.	 “Her	voice	and	a
book	-	a	book	full	of	immortality.”

Farid	heard	the	Black	Prince	laugh.	“That	sounds	almost	like	some	new	song	by	the	Inkweaver!”
“Yes,”	replied	Dustfinger	in	a	husky	voice.	“It	sounds	just	like	him,	doesn’t	it?”
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64	All	Is	Lost

‘Tis	war!	‘Tis	war!	God’s	angel	stand	by	ye
And	guide	your	hand.
‘Tis	war,	alas,	and	guiltless	I	would	be
Of	what	betides	this	land.
Matthias	Claudius,	“War	Song”
After	a	few	days’	rest,	Dustfinger’s	leg	was	much	better,	and	Farid	was	just	telling	the	two	martens

how	they’d	soon	all	be	stealing	into	the	Castle	of	Night	to	rescue	Meggie	and	her	parents	when	bad	news
came	to	the	Badger’s	Earth.	One	of	the	men	who	had	been	watching	the	road	to	Ombra	brought	it.	His	face
was	covered	with	blood	and	he	could	hardly	keep	on	his	feet.

“They’re	killing	them!”	he	kept	stammering	over	and	over	again.	“They’re	killing	them	all.”
“Where?”	asked	the	Prince.	“Where	exactly?”
“Not	two	hours	from	here,”	the	messenger	managed	to	say.	“Keep	going	north.”
The	Prince	left	ten	men	at	the	Badger’s	Earth.	Roxane	tried	to	persuade	Dustfinger	to	stay,	too.	“You

must	spare	your	leg,	or	it	will	never	heal,”	she	said.	But	he	would	not	listen	to	her,	so	she,	too,	came	on
the	fast,	silent	march	through	the	forest.

They	heard	 the	 sound	of	 battle	 long	before	 they	 could	 see	 anything.	Screams	 reached	Farid’s	 ears,
cries	of	pain,	and	the	whinnying	of	horses,	shrill	with	fear.	A	moment	came	when	the	Prince	signaled	to
them	to	go	more	slowly.	A	few	more	paces,	bending	low,	and	the	ground	in	front	of	them	dropped	steeply
to	the	road	that	ended,	many	miles	farther	on,	at	the	gates	of	Ombra.	Dustfinger	made	Farid	and	Roxane
get	down	on	the	ground,	although	no	one	was	looking	their	way.	Hundreds	of	men	were	fighting	among	the
trees	 down	 below,	 but	 there	were	 no	 robbers	 among	 them.	Robbers	 do	 not	wear	 shirts	 of	 chain	mail,
breastplates,	and	helmets	decked	with	peacock	feathers,	they	seldom	have	horses,	and	never	coats	of	arms
embroidered	on	silken	surcoats.

Dustfinger	 held	Roxane	 close	when	 she	 began	 to	 sob.	 The	 sun	was	 sinking	 behind	 the	 hills	 as	 the
Adderhead’s	soldiers	cut	down	Cosimo’s	men	one	by	one.	It	looked	as	if	the	battle	had	been	raging	for	a
long	 time;	 the	 road	was	covered	with	dead	bodies	 lying	 side	by	 side.	Only	a	 small	 troop	was	 still	 on
horseback	amid	all	this	death.	Cosimo	himself	was	among	them,	his	beautiful	face	distorted	by	rage	and
fear.	For	a	moment	 it	 looked	almost	as	 if	 those	few	mounted	men	would	be	able	 to	carve	themselves	a
breach	 in	 the	 enemy	 ranks,	 but	 then	 Firefox	 came	 among	 them	with	 a	 company	 of	 men	 gleaming	 like
deadly	beetles	in	their	armor.	They	mowed	down	Cosimo	and	his	retinue	like	dry	grass	as	the	sun	sank
right	behind	the	hills,	as	red	as	if	all	the	blood	that	had	been	shed	was	reflected	in	the	sky.	Firefox	himself
struck	Cosimo	 from	 his	 horse,	 and	Dustfinger	 buried	 his	 face	 in	Roxane’s	 hair,	 as	 if	 he	were	 tired	 of
seeing	Death	at	work.	But	Farid	did	not	turn	his	head	away.	His	face	unmoving,	he	looked	at	the	slaughter
and	 thought	of	Meggie	-	Meggie,	who	perhaps	still	believed	 that	a	 little	 ink	could	cure	anything	 in	 this
world.	Would	she	believe	it	if	her	eyes	saw	what	his	were	seeing	now?

Few	of	Cosimo’s	men	survived	 their	prince.	Barely	a	dozen	fled	 into	 the	 trees.	No	one	went	 to	 the
trouble	of	pursuing	them.	The	Adderhead’s	soldiers	broke	into	cries	of	triumph	and	began	plundering	the
corpses	like	a	flock	of	vultures	in	human	form.	They	did	not	get	Cosimo’s	body,	however.	Firefox	himself
drove	his	soldiers	off	and	had	that	beautiful	corpse	loaded	onto	a	horse	and	taken	away.

“Why	are	they	doing	that?”	asked	Farid.



“Why?	Because	his	corpse	is	the	proof	that	he	really	is	dead	this	time,”	said	Dustfinger	bitterly.
“Yes,	he	 is	 indeed,”	whispered	 the	Black	Prince.	 “I	 suppose	you	 think	yourself	 immortal	 if	you’ve

come	back	from	the	dead	once.	But	he	wasn’t,	any	more	than	his	men,	and	now	almost	all	the	people	of
Lombrica	will	be	widows	and	orphans.”

It	was	many	hours	before	the	Adderhead’s	soldiers	finally	moved	away,	laden	with	what	they	could
rob	from	the	dead.	Darkness	was	coming	on	again	when	silence	fell	at	last	among	the	trees,	the	silence
that	is	felt	only	in	the	presence	of	Death.

Roxane	was	the	first	to	find	a	way	down	the	slope.	She	was	no	longer	weeping.	Her	face	was	fixed
and	 rigid,	 but	 whether	 with	 anger	 or	 pain	 Farid	 could	 not	 have	 said.	 The	 robbers	 hesitated	 before
following	her,	for	the	first	White	Women	were	already	standing	there	among	the	dead.
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65	LORD	OF	THE	STORY

Iron	helmets	will	not	save
Even	heroes	from	the	grave.
Good	men’s	blood	will	drain	away
While	the	wicked	win	the	day.
Heinrich	Heine,	“Valkyries”
Fenoglio	was	wandering	among	the	dead	when	the	robbers	found	him.	Night	fell,	but	he	did	not	know

what	night	it	was.	Nor	could	he	remember	how	many	days	had	passed	since	he	rode	out	of	the	gates	of
Ombra	with	Cosimo.	He	knew	only	one	thing:	They	were	all	dead.	Minerva’s	husband,	his	neighbor,	the
father	of	 the	boy	who	had	so	often	begged	him	for	a	story.	All	dead.	And	he	himself	would	very	likely
have	been	dead,	too,	if	his	horse	hadn’t	shied	and	thrown	him.	He	had	crawled	away	into	the	trees,	to	hide
there	like	an	animal	and	watch	the	slaughter.

Since	the	departure	of	the	Adderhead’s	soldiers	he	had	been	stumbling	from	one	corpse	to	the	next,
cursing	himself,	cursing	his	story,	cursing	the	world	he	had	created.	When	he	felt	the	hand	on	his	shoulder
he	 actually	 thought	 for	 a	moment	 that	Cosimo	 had	 risen	 from	 the	 dead	 yet	 again,	 but	 it	was	 the	Black
Prince	standing	behind	him.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	he	snarled	at	him	and	the	men	with	him.	“Do	you	want	to	die,	 too?	Go
away	and	hide,	and	leave	me	in	peace.”	He	struck	his	brow.	His	damned	head	that	had	invented	them	all,
and	with	them	all	the	misfortune	they	were	wading	through	like	black,	stinking	water!	He	fell	on	his	knees
beside	a	dead	man	whose	open	eyes	were	staring	at	the	sky,	and	blamed	himself	furiously	-	himself,	the
Adderhead,	Cosimo	and	his	haste	-	and	then	suddenly	fell	silent	when	he	saw	Dustfinger	standing.next	to
the	Prince.

“You!”	he	stammered	and	got	to	his	feet	again,	swaying.	“You’re	still	alive!	You’re	not	dead	yet,	even
though	I	wrote	it	that	way.”	He	took	Dustfinger’s	arm	and	clutched	it	tightly.

“Yes,	 disappointing,	 isn’t	 it?”	 replied	 Dustfinger,	 shaking	 off	 Fenoglio’s	 hand	 roughly.	 “Is	 it	 any
comfort	to	you	that	no	doubt,	but	for	Farid,	I’d	have	been	lying	as	dead	and	cold	as	these	men?	After	all,
you	didn’t	foresee	him.”

Farid?	Oh	yes,	the	boy	plucked	by	Mortimer	from	his	desert	story.	He	was	standing	beside	Dustfinger
and	staring	at	Fenoglio	with	murder	in	his	eyes.	No,	the	boy	really	did	not	belong	here.	Whoever	had	sent
him	 to	 protect	 Dustfinger,	 it	 hadn’t	 been	 him,	 Fenoglio!	 But	 that	 was	 the	 wretched	 part	 of	 the	 whole
business!	With	everyone	interfering	in	his	story,	how	could	it	turn	out	well?

“I	can’t	find	Cosimo!”	he	muttered.	“I’ve	been	looking	for	him	for	hours.	Have	any	of	you	seen	him?”
“Firefox	has	had	his	body	taken	away,”	the	Prince	replied.	“I	expect	they’ll	put	it	on	public	display	so

that	this	time	no	one	can	claim	he’s	still	alive.”
Fenoglio	stared	at	him	until	the	bear	began	to	growl.	Then	he	shook	his	head	again	and	again.	“I	don’t

understand	it!”	he	stammered.	“How	could	it	happen?	Didn’t	Meggie	read	what	I	wrote	for	her?	Didn’t
Roxane	 find	 her?”	 He	 looked	 despairingly	 at	 Dustfinger.	 How	 well	 he	 remembered	 the	 day	 he	 had
described	his	death!	A	good	scene,	one	of	the	best	he’d	ever	written.

“Oh	yes,	Roxane	gave	Meggie	the	letter.	Ask	her	yourself	if	you	don’t	believe	me.	Although	I	don’t
think	she’ll	 feel	much	 like	 talking	at	 the	moment.”	Dustfinger	pointed	 to	 the	woman	walking	among	 the
corpses.	 Roxane.	 The	 beautiful	 Roxane.	 She	 bent	 over	 the	 dead,	 looked	 into	 their	 faces,	 and	 finally



kneeled	down	beside	a	man	whom	a	White	Woman	was	approaching.	She	quickly	put	her	hands	over	his
ears,	bent	over	his	 face,	and	gestured	 to	 the	 two	robbers	who	were	following	her	with	 torches	 in	 their
hands.	No,	she	would	certainly	not	feel	much	like	talking	just	now.

Dustfinger	looked	at	him.	Why	that	reproachful	expression?	Fenoglio	wanted	to	snap	at	him.	After	all,
I	invented	your	wife,	too!	But	he	bit	back	the	words.	“Very	well.	So	Roxane	gave	Meggie	the	letter,”	he
said	instead.	“But	did	Meggie	read	it?”

Dustfinger	 looked	 at	 him	with	 great	 dislike.	 “She	 tried	 to,	 but	 the	Adderhead	 had	 her	 taken	 to	 the
Castle	of	Night	that	very	evening.”

“Oh	God!”	Fenoglio	looked	around.	The	dead	faces	of	Cosimo’s	men	stared	at	him.	“So	that’s	it!”	he
cried.	 “I	 thought	 all	 this	 had	 happened	 only	 because	 Cosimo	wanted	 to	 set	 off	 too	 soon,	 but	 no!	 The
words,	my	wonderful	words…Meggie	can’t	have	read	them,	or	everything	would	have	been	all	right!”

“Nothing	would	have	been	 all	 right!”	Dustfinger’s	 voice	was	 so	 cutting	 that	Fenoglio	 involuntarily
flinched.	“Not	a	man	of	all	these	lying	here	would	be	dead	if	you	hadn’t	brought	Cosimo	back!”

The	Prince	and	his	men	stared	at	Dustfinger,	unable	to	make	anything	of	this.	Of	course,	they	had	no
idea	what	he	was	talking	about.	But	obviously	Dustfinger	knew	only	too	well.	Meggie	had	told	him	about
Cosimo.	Or	had	it	been	the	boy?

“Why	are	you	staring	at	him	like	that?”	Farid	challenged	the	robbers,	ranging	himself	at	Dustfinger’s
side.	“It	was	exactly	as	he	says!	Fenoglio	brought	Cosimo	back	from	the	dead.	I	was	there	myself.”

How	the	fools	flinched	away!	Only	the	Black	Prince	looked	thoughtfully	at	Fenoglio.
“What	 nonsense!”	 Fenoglio	 said.	 “No	 one	 comes	 back	 to	 this	world	 from	 the	 dead!	 Think	what	 a

crowd	there’d	be!	I	made	a	new	Cosimo,	a	brand-new	one,	and	everything	would	have	turned	out	well	if
Meggie	hadn’t	been	interrupted	while	she	read!	My	Cosimo	would	have	been	a	wonderful	ruler,	a	-“

Before	he	could	say	any	more,	the	Prince’s	black	hand	came	down	over	his	mouth.	“That’s	enough,”
he	said.	“Enough	talking	while	the	dead	lie	here	around	us.	Your	Cosimo	is	dead,	wherever	he	came	from,
and	 the	man	 they	 take	 for	 the	Bluejay	because	of	your	songs	may	well	be	dead	soon,	 too.	You	seem	to
enjoy	playing	with	Death,	Inkweaver.”

Fenoglio	tried	to	protest,	but	the	Black	Prince	had	already	turned	to	his	men.	“Go	on	looking	for	the
wounded!”	he	told	them.	“And	hurry!	It’s	time	we	got	off	this	road.”

They	found	barely	two	dozen	survivors.	Two	dozen	among	hundreds	of	dead.	When	the	robbers	set	off
again	with	 the	wounded	men,	Fenoglio	 staggered	after	 them	 in	 silence	without	asking	where	 they	were
going.	“The	old	man	 is	 following	us!”	he	heard	Dustfinger	 tell	 the	Prince.	“Where	else	would	he	go?”
was	all	the	Prince	replied	-	and	Dustfinger	said	nothing.	But	he	kept	well	away	from	Fenoglio,	as	if	he
were	Death	itself.
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66	Blank	paper

We	make	for	your	sake	such	things	as	stand	fast,
Through	the	ages	these	pages	forever	will	last.
On	blank	paper	the	printer	sets	down	what	is	heard,
Giving	life	to	what’s	rife	with	the	power	of	the	word.
Michael	Kongehl,	“On	the	White	Art,”	Die	Weisse	und	die	Schwarze	Kunst
When	Mortola	 had	Mo’s	 cell	 unlocked,	 Meggie	 was	 just	 telling	 him	 about	 the	 Laughing	 Prince’s

festivities,	 the	 tightrope-walker	and	 the	Black	Prince	and	Farid’s	 juggling	with	 the	 torches.	Mo	put	his
arm	protectively	around	her	as	the	bolts	outside	were	shot	back	and	Mortola	came	into	the	cell,	flanked
by	Basta	and	the	Piper.	The	sunlight	falling	into	the	room	made	Basta’s	face	look	like	boiled	lobster.

“Look	at	that,	what	an	idyll!	Father	and	daughter	reunited,”	sneered	Mortola.	“Truly	touching!”
“Hurry	up!”	the	guard	told	her	through	the	door,	low-voiced.	“If	the	Adderhead	hears	that	I	let	you	in

to	see	him,	they’ll	put	me	in	the	pillory	for	three	days!”
“And	if	they	do	I’ve	paid	you	well	enough,	haven’t	I?”	was	all	Mortola	replied,	while	Basta	went	up

to	Mo	with	a	vicious	smile.
“Well,	Silvertongue,”	he	purred,	“didn’t	I	say	you’d	all	fall	into	our	trap	yet?”
“You	look	more	as	if	it	was	you	who	fell	into	Dustfinger’s	trap,”	replied	Mo,	quickly	putting	Meggie

behind	him	when,	by	way	of	answer,	Basta	snapped	open	his	knife.
“Basta!	Stop	that!”	Mortola	snapped	at	him.	“We	don’t	have	time	for	your	games.”
Meggie	came	out	from	behind	Mo’s	back	as	Mortola	moved	toward	her.	She	wanted	to	show	the	old

woman	that	she	wasn’t	afraid	of	her	(even	if,	of	course,	that	was	only	a	brave	lie).
“Those	were	interesting	words	that	you	had	hidden	in	your	clothing,”	Mortola	said	to	her,	low-voiced.

“The	Adderhead	was	particularly	interested	in	the	part	about	three	very	special	words.	Oh,	see	how	pale
she’s	gone	around	her	pretty	little	nose!	Yes,	the	Adderhead	knows	about	your	plans,	little	pigeon,	and	he
knows	 now	 that	 Mortola	 isn’t	 as	 stupid	 as	 he	 thought.	 But	 unfortunately	 he	 still	 wants	 the	 book	 you
promised	him.	The	fool	really	does	believe	that	you	two	can	keep	his	death	imprisoned	in	a	book.”	The
Magpie	wrinkled	her	nose	at	such	princely	stupidity	and	came	yet	closer	to	Meggie.	“Yes,	he’s	a	gullible
fool,	like	all	princes!”	she	whispered.	“We	both	know	that,	don’t	we?	For	the	words	you	carried	with	you
also	say	 that	Cosimo	the	Fair	will	conquer	 this	castle	and	kill	 the	Adderhead,	with	 the	aid	of	 the	book
your	father	is	to	bind	for	him.	But	how	can	that	be	so?	Cosimo	is	dead,	and	for	good	this	time.	Oh,	how
alarmed	you	look,	you	little	witch!”	Her	bony	fingers	pinched	Meggie’s	cheeks	hard.	Mo	went	to	strike
her	 hand	 away,	 but	 Basta	 faced	 him	 with	 the	 knife.	 “Your	 tongue	 has	 lost	 its	 magic	 power,	 my	 little
darling!”	said	the	Magpie.	“The	words	are	only	words.	The	book	your	father	is	to	bind	for	the	Adderhead
will	be	nothing	but	a	blank	book	-	and	once	the	Silver	Prince	finally	realizes	that,	nothing	will	save	you
two	from	the	hangman.	And	Mortola	will	be	avenged	at	last.”

“Leave	 her	 alone,	Mortola!”	Mo	 reached	 for	Meggie’s	 hand	 in	 spite	 of	Basta’s	 knife,	 and	Meggie
clasped	his	fingers	firmly	in	hers	as	thoughts	raced	through	her	mind	in	confusion.	Cosimo	was	dead?	For
the	second	 time?	What	did	 that	mean?	Nothing,	she	 thought.	Nothing	at	all,	Meggie.	Because	you	never
read	the	words	that	were	to	protect	him.

Mortola	seemed	to	notice	her	relief,	for	the	Magpie’s	eyes	became	as	narrow	as	her	lips.	“Ah,	so	that
doesn’t	trouble	you?	Do	you	think	I’d	lie	to	you?	Or	do	you	believe	in	that	book	of	immortality	yourself?



Let	me	tell	you	something.”	The	Magpie’s	thin	fingers	dug	into	Meggie’s	shoulder.	“It’s	a	book,	no	more,
and	I	am	sure	you	and	your	father	remember	what	my	son	used	to	do	with	books!	Capricorn	would	never
have	 been	 fool	 enough	 to	 entrust	 his	 life	 to	 one,	 even	 if	 you’d	 promised	 him	 immortality	 for	 it!	 And
furthermore…those	three	words	that	it	seems	must	not	be	written	in	the	book	…	I	know	them	now,	too.”

“What	do	you	mean	by	 that,	Mortola?”	asked	Mo	quietly.	 “Do	you	by	any	chance	dream	of	putting
Basta	here	on	the	Adderhead’s	throne?	Or	even	yourself?”

The	Magpie	cast	a	quick	glance	at	the	guard	outside	the	cell	door,	but	he	had	his	back	to	them,	and	she
turned	to	Mo	again,	her	face	expressionless.	“Whatever	I	intend	to	do,	Silvertongue,”	she	hissed	at	him,
“you	won’t	live	to	see	it.	This	story	is	over	for	you.	Why	isn’t	he	in	chains?”	she	snapped	at	the	Piper.
“He’s	still	a	prisoner,	isn’t	he?	At	least	tie	his	hands	while	you	move	him.”

Meggie	was	about	to	protest,	but	Mo	cast	her	a	warning	glance.
“Believe	me,	Silvertongue,”	said	Mortola	in	a	low	voice	as	the	Piper	roughly	tied	Mo’s	hands	behind

his	back,	“even	if	 the	Adderhead	sets	you	free	after	you’ve	made	him	his	book,	you	won’t	get	far.	And
Mortola’s	word	is	worth	more	than	the	words	of	a	poet.	Take	the	pair	of	them	to	the	Old	Chamber!”	she
ordered	as	she	went	to	the	door	again.	“But	watch	them	closely,	and	make	sure	that	not	a	single	book	falls
into	their	hands.”

The	Old	Chamber	 lay	 in	 the	most	 remote	 part	 of	 the	Castle	 of	Night,	 far	 from	 the	 halls	where	 the
Adderhead	held	court.	The	corridors	down	which	Basta	and	the	Piper	led	them	were	dusty	and	deserted.
No	silver	adorned	 the	columns	and	doors	here,	 there	was	no	glass	 in	 the	draughty	windows.	The	room
whose	door	the	Piper	finally	opened,	with	a	mocking	bow	to	Mo,	seemed	to	have	been	unoccupied	for	a
long	 time.	 The	 pink	 fabric	 of	 the	 bed	 hangings	 was	 moth-eaten.	 The	 bunches	 of	 flowers	 standing	 in
pitchers	 in	 the	window	niches	were	 long	dried	up;	 dust	was	 caught	 in	 the	withered	blossoms,	 and	 lay
thick	and	dirty	white	on	the	chests	that	stood	under	the	windows.	In	the	middle	of	the	chamber	there	was	a
table:	a	long	wooden	surface	laid	on	trestles.	A	man	stood	behind	it,	as	pale	as	paper,	with	white	hair	and
inkstains	 on	 his	 fingers.	 He	 gave	Meggie	 only	 a	 quick	 glance,	 but	 he	 studied	Mo	 as	 thoroughly	 as	 if
someone	had	asked	him	to	deliver	an	expert	opinion	on	him.

“Is	this	the	man?”	he	asked	the	Piper.	“He	looks	as	if	he’d	never	held	a	book	in	his	hand	in	his	life,	let
alone	had	the	faintest	idea	how	to	bind	one.”

Meggie	saw	a	smile	steal	over	Mo’s	face.	Without	a	word	he	went	over	to	the	table	and	examined	the
tools	lying	on	it.

“My	name	is	Taddeo,	and	I	am	the	librarian	here,”	the	stranger	went	on,	sounding	annoyed.	“I	don’t
suppose	that	a	single	one	of	these	objects	means	anything	to	you,	but	I	can	assure	you	that	the	paper	you
see	there	alone	is	worth	more	than	your	wretched	robber’s	life.	The	finest	product	of	the	best	paper	mill
for	 a	 thousand	miles	 around,	 enough	 to	 bind	more	 than	 two	 books	 of	 five	 hundred	 pages.	 Although	 a
genuine	bookbinder,	of	course,	would	prefer	parchment	to	any	paper,	however	good.”

Mo	held	out	his	bound	hands	to	the	Piper.	“There	could	be	two	opinions	about	that,”	he	said,	as	the
silver-nosed	minstrel,	 his	 expression	 sullen,	 undid	 his	 bonds.	 “You	 should	 be	 glad	 I	 asked	 for	 paper.
Parchment	for	this	book	would	cost	a	fortune.	Quite	apart	from	the	hundreds	of	goats	that	would	have	to
give	their	lives	for	it.	And	as	for	the	quality	of	these	sheets,	it’s	by	no	means	as	good	as	you	claim.	The
texture	is	coarse,	but	if	there’s	no	better	available	it	will	have	to	do.	I	hope	at	least	it’s	well	sized.	As	for
the	rest	of	this”	-	Mo’s	expert	fingers	passed	over	the	tools	lying	ready	-	“it	looks	serviceable.”

Knives	and	bone	folders,	hemp,	strong	thread	and	needles	to	stitch	the	pages,	glue	and	a	pot	to	heat	it
in,	beechwood	for	the	back	and	front	covers,	leather	to	go	over	them	-	Mo	picked	them	all	up,	as	he	did	in
his	own	workshop,	before	he	set	to	work.	Then	he	looked	around.	“What	about	the	press	and	the	sewing
frame?	And	what	am	I	going	to	heat	the	glue	with?”

“You…you’ll	have	everything	you	need	before	evening,”	replied	Taddeo,	in	some	confusion.
“The	clasps	are	all	right,	but	I	shall	need	another	file,	and	leather	and	linen	for	the	tapes.”



“Of	course,	of	course.	Anything	you	say.”	The	librarian	nodded,	very	ready	to	oblige	now,	while	an
incredulous	smile	spread	over	his	pale	face.

“Good.”	Mo	 leaned	 on	 the	 table,	 supporting	 himself	with	 both	 hands.	 “I’m	 sorry,	 but	 I’m	not	 very
strong	 on	my	 legs	 yet.	 I	 hope	 the	 leather	 is	more	 flexible	 than	 the	 parchment,	 and	 as	 for	 the	 glue,”	 he
added,	picking	up	the	pot	and	sniffing,	“well,	we’ll	see	if	it’s	good	enough.	And	bring	me	some	paste,	too.
I’ll	use	glue	only	for	the	covers.	Bookworms	like	the	flavor	too	much.”

Meggie	relished	the	sight	of	the	surprised	faces.	Even	the	Piper	was	staring	at	Mo	in	disbelief.	Only
Basta	remained	unmoved.	He	knew	that	he	had	brought	the	librarian	a	bookbinder,	not	a	robber.

“My	father	needs	a	chair,”	said	Meggie,	with	an	imperious	glance	at	the	librarian.	“Can’t	you	see	he’s
injured?	Is	he	supposed	to	work	standing	up?”

“Standing	up?	No…	no,	of	course	not!	By	no	means.	I’ll	have	an	armchair	brought	at	once,”	answered
the	librarian	distractedly.	He	was	still	staring	at	Mo.	“You	…	er	…	you	know	a	remarkable	amount	about
books	for	a	highwayman.”

Mo	gave	 him	 a	 smile.	 “Yes,	 don’t	 I?”	 he	 said.	 “Perhaps	 the	 highwayman	was	 once	 a	 bookbinder?
Don’t	 they	 say	 that	 all	 kinds	 of	 professions	 are	 to	 be	 found	 among	 the	 outlaws?	 Farmers,	 cobblers,
physicians,	minstrels	-“

“Never	mind	what	he	once	was,”	the	Piper	interrupted.	“He’s	a	murderer	anyway,	so	don’t	fall	for	his
soft	voice,	bookworm.	He	kills	without	batting	an	eyelid.	Ask	Basta	if	you	don’t	believe	me.”

“Yes,	very	true!”	Basta	rubbed	his	burned	skin.	“He’s	more	dangerous	than	a	nest	of	vipers.	And	his
daughter’s	no	better.	I	hope	those	knives	won’t	give	you	any	silly	ideas,”	he	said	to	Mo.	“The	guards	will
be	 counting	 them	 regularly,	 and	 they’ll	 cut	 off	 one	 of	 your	 daughter’s	 fingers	 for	 every	 knife	 that	 goes
missing.	And	the	same	applies	to	any	other	stupid	tricks	you	try.	Do	you	understand?”

Mo	did	not	answer	him,	but	he	looked	at	the	knives	as	if	to	count	them	for	safety’s	sake.	“Oh,	do	get
him	a	chair!”	said	Meggie	to	the	librarian	impatiently	as	Mo	leaned	on	the	table	again.

“Yes,	of	course!	At	once!”	Taddeo	hurried	away,	but	the	Piper	gave	an	ugly	laugh.
“Listen	 to	 the	 little	witch!	Ordering	 people	 around	 like	 a	 prince’s	 brat!	Well,	 not	 surprising,	 is	 it,

since	she	claims	to	be	the	daughter	of	a	man	who	can	keep	Death	a	prisoner	between	two	wooden	covers!
What	about	you,	Basta?	Do	you	believe	her	story?”

Basta	put	his	hand	to	the	amulet	hanging	around	his	neck.	It	was	not	a	rabbit’s	paw,	as	he	had	worn	in
Capricorn’s	service,	but	something	that	looked	suspiciously	like	a	human	finger	bone.	“Who	knows?”	he
muttered.

“Yes,	who	knows?”	agreed	Mo,	without	turning	to	look	at	the	two	of	them.	“But	I	can	summon	Death,
anyway,	can’t	I,	Basta?	So	can	Meggie.”

The	Piper	cast	Basta	a	swift	glance.
Basta	had	pale	blotches	on	his	burned	skin.	“All	I	know,”	he	growled,	his	hand	still	on	his	amulet,	“is

that	you	should	have	been	dead	and	buried	long	ago,	Silvertongue.	And	the	Adderhead	would	do	better	to
listen	to	Mortola	instead	of	your	witchy	daughter.	He	ate	out	of	her	hand,	did	the	Silver	Prince.	He	fell	for
her	lies.”

The	Piper	straightened	his	back,	as	ready	to	attack	as	the	viper	on	his	master’s	coat	of	arms.	“Fell	for
her	lies?”	he	said,	in	his	curiously	strained	voice.	He	was	a	good	head	taller	than	Basta.	“The	Adderhead
falls	for	nothing	anyone	says.	He	is	a	great	ruler,	greater	than	any	other.	Firefox	sometimes	forgets	that,
and	so	does	Mortola.	Don’t	go	making	the	same	mistake.	And	now	get	out.	The	Adderhead’s	orders	are
that	no	one	who	ever	worked	for	Capricorn	is	to	be	on	guard	in	this	room.	Could	that	mean	that	he	doesn’t
trust	you?”

Basta’s	 voice	 turned	 to	 a	 hiss.	 “You	worked	 for	Capricorn	 once	 yourself,	 Piper!”	 he	 said	 through
compressed	lips.	“You’d	be	nothing	but	for	him.”

“Oh	yes?	You	see	 this	nose?”	The	Piper	 stroked	his	 silver	nose.	 “I	once	had	a	nose	 like	yours,	 an



ordinary	nose	of	flesh	and	blood.	It	hurt	losing	it,	but	the	Adderhead	had	a	better	one	made	for	me,	and
since	then	I	don’t	sing	for	drunken	fire-raisers,	I	sing	only	for	him	-	a	real	prince	whose	family	is	older
than	the	towers	of	this	castle.	If	you	don’t	want	to	serve	him,	then	go	back	to	Capricorn’s	fortress.	Maybe
his	ghost	is	haunting	those	burned-out	walls	-	oh,	but	you’re	afraid	of	ghosts,	aren’t	you,	Basta?”

The	 two	men	were	 standing	 so	 close	 that	 the	 blade	 of	Basta’s	 knife	wouldn’t	 have	 fitted	 between
them.

“Yes,	 I	 am	 afraid	 of	 ghosts,”	 he	 hissed.	 “But	 at	 least	 I	 don’t	 spend	 every	 night	 on	 my	 knees,
whimpering	because	I’m	afraid	the	White	Women	might	fetch	me	away,	like	your	fine	new	master.”

The	Piper	struck	Basta	in	the	face	so	hard	that	his	head	hit	the	door	frame.	Blood	ran	down	his	burned
cheek	in	a	trail	of	red.	He	wiped	it	away	with	the	back	of	his	hand.	“Take	care	to	avoid	dark	corridors,
Piper!”	he	whispered.	“You	don’t	have	a	nose	anymore,	but	one	can	always	 find	something	else	 to	cut
off.”

When	the	librarian	came	back	with	the	chair	Basta	had	gone,	and	the	Piper	left,	too,	after	posting	two
guards	outside	the	door.	“No	one	comes	in	or	goes	out	except	the	librarian!”	Meggie	heard	him	ordering
brusquely	before	he	left.	“And	check	up	regularly	to	make	sure	the	Bluejay	is	working.”

Taddeo	smiled	awkwardly	at	Mo	as	the	Piper’s	footsteps	died	away	outside,	as	if	he	felt	he	should
apologize	for	the	soldiers	guarding	the	door.	“Excuse	me,”	he	said	quietly,	placing	the	chair	at	the	table
for	him,	“but	I	have	a	few	books	that	are	showing	strange	signs	of	damage.	Could	you	maybe	take	a	look
at	them?”

Meggie	 had	 to	 suppress	 a	 smile,	 but	Mo	 acted	 as	 if	 the	 librarian	 had	 asked	 him	 the	most	 natural
question	in	the	world.	“Of	course,”	he	said.

Taddeo	nodded	and	glanced	at	the	door.	One	of	the	guards	was	pacing	up	and	down	outside,	looking
sullen.	“But	Mortola	mustn’t	know,	so	I’ll	come	back	when	it’s	dark,”	he	whispered	to	Mo.	“Luckily,	she
goes	 to	bed	early.	There	are	wonderful	books	 in	 this	castle,	but	 sad	 to	 say	no	one	here	can	appreciate
them.	It	was	different	in	the	past,	but	the	past	is	over	and	forgotten.	I’ve	heard	matters	aren’t	much	better
at	the	Laughing	Prince’s	castle	these	days,	but	at	least	they	have	Balbulus	there.	We	were	all	very	sorry
when	the	Adderhead	gave	his	daughter	our	best	illuminator	to	take	with	her	as	her	dowry!	Since	then	I’m
not	allowed	to	employ	more	than	two	scribes	and	one	illuminator	of	only	average	talent.	The	only	copies	I
can	commission	are	of	manuscripts	about	the	Adderhead’s	ancestors,	the	mining	and	working	of	silver,	or
the	art	of	war.	Last	year,	when	wood	ran	short	again,	Firefox	even	heated	the	small	banqueting	hall	with
my	finest	books.”	Tears	came	to	Taddeo’s	clouded	eyes.

“Bring	me	the	books	whenever	you	like,”	said	Mo.
The	old	librarian	passed	the	hem	of	his	dark	blue	tunic	over	his	eyes.	“Oh	yes!”	he	murmured.	“Oh

yes,	I	will.	Thank	you.”
Then	he	was	gone.	Sighing,	Mo	sat	down	in	the	chair	that	Taddeo	had	brought	him.	“Very	well,”	he

said.	“Let’s	get	down	to	work.	A	book	to	keep	Death	at	bay	-	what	an	 idea!	It’s	 just	a	pity	 it’s	 for	 this
butcher.	You’ll	have	to	help	me,	Meggie,	with	the	folding	and	stitching,	the	pressing…”	She	just	nodded.
Of	course	she	would	help	him.	There	were	few	things	she	liked	doing	better.

It	 felt	 so	 familiar,	 watching	Mo	 at	 work	 again	 -	 setting	 the	 paper	 straight,	 folding	 it,	 cutting	 and
stitching	it.	He	worked	more	slowly	than	usual,	and	his	hand	kept	going	to	his	chest	and	the	place	where
Mortola	had	wounded	him.	But	Meggie	could	tell	that	carrying	out	the	familiar	movements	did	him	good,
even	if	some	of	the	tools	were	not	like	those	he	was	used	to.	The	actions	had	been	the	same	for	hundreds
of	years,	in	both	this	world	and	the	other	one.

After	only	a	few	hours	the	Old	Chamber	had	something	curiously	familiar	about	it,	like	a	refuge	and
not	 just	 another	prison.	When	 twilight	began	 to	 fall	outside,	 the	 librarian	and	a	 servant	brought	 them	a
couple	of	oil	lamps.	The	warm	light	almost	made	the	dusty	room	look	full	of	life,	for	the	first	time	in	ages.

“It’s	a	 long	while	since	any	lamps	were	lit	 in	 this	room,”	said	Taddeo,	putting	a	second	one	on	the



table	for	Mo.
“Who	lived	in	this	room	last?”	asked	Mo.
“Our	 first	 princess,”	 replied	 Taddeo.	 “Her	 daughter	Violante	married	 the	 Laughing	 Prince’s	 son.	 I

wonder	if	Violante	knows	that	Cosimo	has	died	for	the	second	time.”	He	looked	sadly	out	the	window.	A
moist	wind	was	blowing	in,	and	Mo	weighted	the	paper	down	with	a	piece	of	wood.	“Violante	came	into
the	world	with	a	birthmark	that	disfigured	her	face,”	the	librarian	went	on,	in	an	abstracted	voice,	as	if	he
were	telling	this	story	not	to	them	but	to	some	distant	hearer.	“Everyone	said	it	was	a	punishment,	a	curse
from	 the	 fairies	because	her	mother	had	 fallen	 in	 love	with	a	minstrel.	The	Adderhead	had	her	mother
banished	to	this	part	of	the	castle	as	soon	as	the	baby	was	born,	and	she	lived	here	with	her	daughter	until
she	died…died	very	suddenly.”

“That’s	a	sad	story,”	said	Mo.
“Believe	me,”	replied	Taddeo	bitterly,	“if	all	the	sad	stories	these	walls	have	seen	were	written	down

in	books,	we	could	fill	every	room	in	the	castle	with	them.”
Meggie	looked	around	as	if	she	could	see	all	those	books	of	sad	stories.	“How	old	was	Violante	when

she	was	betrothed	to	Cosimo	and	sent	to	Ombra?”	she	asked.
“Seven.	And	the	daughters	of	our	present	princess	were	only	six	when	they	were	betrothed	and	sent

away.	We	all	hope	she’ll	have	a	son	this	time!”	Taddeo	let	his	eyes	linger	on	the	paper	that	Mo	had	cut	to
size,	the	tools…”It’s	good	to	see	life	in	this	room	again,”	he	said	quietly.	“I’ll	come	back	with	the	books
as	soon	as	I’m	sure	that	Mortola	is	asleep.”

“Six,	seven	years	old	 -	my	God,	Meggie,”	said	Mo	when	Taddeo	had	gone,	“here	you	are,	 thirteen
already,	and	I	still	haven’t	sent	you	away,	let	alone	betrothed	you	to	anyone!”

It	felt	good	to	laugh,	even	if	the	sound	echoed	strangely	in	this	high-ceilinged	room.
Taddeo	did	not	 come	back	until	 hours	 later.	Mo	was	 still	working,	 although	he	put	 his	 hand	 to	his

chest	more	and	more	often,	and	Meggie	had	already	tried	persuading	him	once	or	twice	to	lie	down	and
sleep.	“Sleep?”	was	all	he	said.	“I	haven’t	slept	properly	for	a	single	night	in	this	castle.	And	anyway,	I
want	to	see	your	mother	again,	and	I	won’t	be	able	to	do	that	until	this	book	is	finished.”

The	librarian	brought	him	two	volumes.	“Look	at	 this!”	he	whispered,	pushing	the	first	over	to	Mo.
“See	 those	 places	 where	 the	 binding	 is	 eaten	 away?	 And	 inside	 it	 looks	 almost	 as	 if	 the	 ink	 were
rusting.These	are	holes	 in	 the	parchment.	You	can	hardly	 read	 some	of	 the	words	now.	What	 can	have
caused	it?	Worms,	beetles?	I	never	used	to	concern	myself	with	these	things.	I	had	an	assistant	who	knew
all	 about	 these	 sicknesses	 that	 books	 suffer,	 but	 one	morning	 he	 disappeared.	 They	 say	 he	 joined	 the
robbers	in	the	forest.”

Mo	picked	 up	 the	 book,	 opened	 it,	 and	 passed	 his	 hand	over	 the	 pages.	 “Good	heavens!”	 he	 said.
“Who	painted	this?	I’ve	never	seen	such	beautiful	illuminations.”

“Balbulus,”	replied	Taddeo.	“The	illuminator	who	was	sent	away	with	Violante.	He	was	very	young
when	 he	 painted	 this	 book.	 Look,	 his	 script	 was	 still	 a	 little	 awkward,	 but	 now	 his	 mastery	 is
impeccable.”

“How	do	you	know?”	asked	Meggie.
The	librarian	lowered	his	voice.	“Violante	has	a	book	sent	to	me	now	and	then.	She	knows	how	much

I	admire	the	craftsmanship	of	Balbulus,	and	she	knows	there’s	no	one	else	left	in	the	Castle	of	Night	who
loves	books.	Not	 since	her	mother	 died.	Do	you	 see	 the	 chests	 there?”	He	pointed	 to	 the	heavy,	 dusty
wooden	chests	by	 the	door	and	under	 the	windows.	“Violante’s	mother	kept	her	books	 in	 them,	hidden
among	her	clothes.	She	would	take	them	out	only	in	the	evening	and	show	them	to	the	little	girl,	although	I
suppose	the	child	hardly	understood	a	word	of	what	her	mother	read	her	at	the	time.	But	then,	soon	after
Capricorn	had	disappeared,	Mortola	came	here.	The	Adderhead	had	asked	her	to	train	the	maids	in	the
kitchen	-	no	one	said	what	exactly	they	were	to	be	trained	to	do.	Then	Violante’s	mother	asked	me	to	hide
her	books	in	the	library,	because	Mortola	had	her	room	searched	at	least	twice	a	day	-	she	never	found	out



what	for.	This,”	he	said,	pointing	to	the	book	that	Mo	was	still	leafing	through,	“was	one	of	her	favorites.
The	little	girl	would	point	to	a	picture	and	then	her	mother	told	her	a	story	about	it.	I	was	going	to	give	it
to	Violante	when	they	sent	her	away,	but	she	left	it	behind	in	this	room.	Perhaps	because	she	didn’t	want
to	 take	 any	memories	 of	 this	 sad	place	 to	 her	 new	 life	with	her.	All	 the	 same,	 I’d	 like	 to	 save	 it	 as	 a
memento	of	her	mother.	You	know,	I	think	that	a	book	always	keeps	something	of	its	owners	between	its
pages.”

“Yes,	I	think	so,	too,”	said	Mo.	“I’m	sure	of	it.”
“And?”	The	old	man	 looked	at	him	hopefully.	“Do	you	know	how	it	can	be	preserved	from	further

harm?”
Mo	carefully	closed	the	book.	“Yes,	but	it	won’t	be	easy.	Woodworm,	the	corrosive	effect	of	the	ink,

who	knows	what	else…Does	the	second	book	look	the	same?”
“Oh,	that	one”	-	the	librarian	cast	another	nervous	look	at	the	door	-	“Well,	it’s	not	in	such	a	bad	way

yet.	But	I	thought	you	might	like	to	see	it.	Balbulus	completed	it	not	long	ago,	for	Violante.	It	contains,”	he
said,	looking	uncertainly	at	Mo,	“it	contains	all	the	songs	that	the	strolling	players	sing	about	the	Bluejay.
As	far	as	I	know	there	are	only	two	copies.	Violante	owns	one,	and	the	other	is	before	you	and	is	a	copy
that	she	had	specially	made	for	me.	They	say	the	man	who	wrote	the	songs	didn’t	want	them	written	down,
but	any	minstrel	will	 sing	 them	to	you	for	a	 few	coins.	That	was	how	Violante	collected	 them	and	had
them	written	 out	 by	 Balbulus.	 The	 strolling	 players,	 you	 see	 -	 well,	 they’re	 like	walking	 books	 here,
where	real	books	are	so	few	and	far	between!	You	know,”	he	whispered	to	Mo	as	he	opened	the	volume,
“I	sometimes	think	this	world	would	have	lost	its	memory	long	ago	but	for	the	Motley	Folk.	Unfortunately,
the	Adder	head	is	only	too	fond	of	hanging	them!	I’ve	often	suggested	sending	a	scribe	to	see	them	before
they’re	executed,	to	get	all	those	beautiful	songs	written	down	before	the	words	die	with	them,	but	no	one
in	this	castle	listens	to	an	old	librarian.”

“No,	 very	 likely	 not,”	 murmured	 Mo,	 but	 Meggie	 could	 tell	 from	 his	 voice	 that	 he	 hadn’t	 been
listening	 to	anything	Taddeo	had	said.	Mo	was	 immersed	 in	 the	 letters,	 the	beautiful	written	characters
flowing	over	the	parchment	in	front	of	him	like	a	delicate	river	of	ink.

“Forgive	my	curiosity.”	Taddeo	cleared	his	throat,	embarrassed.	“I’ve	heard	that	you	deny	being	the
Bluejay…but	 if	you	will	allow	me	…”	He	 took	 the	book	from	Mo’s	hand	and	opened	 it	at	a	page	 that
Balbulus	had	illuminated	lavishly.	A	man	stood	between	two	trees,	so	wonderfully	painted	that	Meggie
thought	she	could	hear	the	rustle	of	the	leaves.	He	wore	a	bird	mask	over	his	face.	“That’s	how	Balbulus
painted	 the	Bluejay,”	whispered	Taddeo,	“just	as	 the	songs	describe	him,	dark-haired,	 tall…doesn’t	he
look	like	you?”

“I	don’t	know,”	said	Mo.	“He’s	wearing	a	mask,	isn’t	he?”
“Yes,	 yes,	 indeed.”	 Taddeo	 was	 still	 looking	 intently	 at	 him.	 “But	 did	 you	 know	 that	 they	 say

something	 else	 about	 the	Bluejay?	They	 say	 he	 has	 a	 very	 beautiful	 voice,	 not	 at	 all	 like	 the	 bird	 that
shares	his	name.	It’s	said	that	he	can	tame	bears	and	wolves	with	a	few	words.	Forgive	me	for	being	so
forward,	but”	-	he	lowered	his	voice	to	a	conspiratorial	tone	-	“you	have	a	very	beautiful	voice.	Mortola
tells	strange	tales	of	it.	And	then,	when	you	have	the	scar,	too	…”	He	stared	at	Mo’s	arm.

“Oh,	you	mean	this,	don’t	you?”	Mo	placed	his	finger	under	a	line	beside	which	Balbulus	had	painted
a	pack	of	white	dogs,	and	read:	“‘High	on	his	left	arm	he	will	bear	the	scar	to	his	dying	day.’	Yes,	I	do
have	 a	 scar	 like	 that,	 but	 I	 didn’t	 get	 it	 from	 the	 dogs	 in	 this	 song.”	He	 put	 his	 hand	 to	 his	 arm,	 as	 if
remembering	the	day	when	Basta	had	found	them	in	the	tumbledown	hut	full	of	broken	pots	and	tiles.

However,	the	old	librarian	took	a	step	back.	“So	you	are	him!”	he	breathed.	“The	hope	of	the	poor,	the
terror	of	butchers,	avenger	and	robber,	as	much	at	home	in	the	forest	as	the	bears	and	wolves?”

Mo	shut	the	book	and	pressed	the	metal	clasps	into	the	leather-covered	binding.	“No,”	he	said.	“No,
I’m	not,	but	thank	you	very	much	for	the	book,	all	the	same.	It’s	a	long	time	since	I	had	one	in	my	hands,
and	it	will	be	good	to	have	something	to	read	again,	won’t	it,	Meggie?”



“Yes,”	was	all	she	said,	taking	the	book	from	his	hand.	Songs	about	the	Bluejay.	What	would	Fenoglio
have	said	if	he’d	known	that	Violante	had	had	them	written	down	in	secret?	And	they	might	offer	so	much
help!	Her	heart	leaped	as	she	thought	of	the	possibilities,	but	Taddeo	immediately	dashed	her	hopes.

“I’m	very	sorry,”	he	said,	taking	the	book	gently	but	firmly	from	her	hands	again.	“But	I	can’t	leave
either	of	the	books	here	with	you.	Mortola	has	been	talking	to	me	-	to	everyone	who	has	anything	to	do
with	the	library.	She’s	threatened	to	have	anyone	who	so	much	as	brings	a	book	into	this	room	blinded.
Blinded,	 imagine	 it!	What	 a	 threat,	when	 only	 our	 eyes	 reveal	 the	world	 of	words	 to	 us!	 I’ve	 already
risked	far	too	much	coming	here	with	them	at	all,	but	I	love	those	books	so	much	that	I	had	to	ask	your
advice.	Please,	tell	me	what	I	must	do	to	save	them!”

Meggie	was	so	disappointed	that	she	would	have	turned	down	his	request	point	blank,	but	of	course
Mo	saw	things	differently.	Mo	thought	only	of	the	sick	books.	“Of	course,”	he	said	to	Taddeo.	“I’d	better
write	it	down	for	you.	It	will	take	time	-	weeks,	months	-	and	I	don’t	know	if	you’ll	be	able	to	get	all	the
materials	you	need,	but	it’s	worth	a	try.	I’m	not	happy	about	suggesting	this,	but	I’m	afraid	you’ll	have	to
take	apart	at	least	the	first	book,	because	if	you’re	to	save	it,	the	pages	must	bleach	in	the	sun.	If	you	don’t
know	how	to	go	about	it	-	and	it	must	be	done	with	the	utmost	care	-	I’ll	be	happy	to	do	it	for	you.	Mortola
can	watch	if	she	wants,	to	make	sure	I’m	not	doing	anything	dangerous.”

“Oh,	thank	you!”	The	old	man	bowed	deeply	as	he	put	the	two	books	firmly	under	his	thin	arm.	“Many,
many	 thanks.	 I	 really	do	most	 fervently	hope	 the	Adderhead	will	 let	you	 live,	and	 if	he	doesn’t	 that	he
grants	you	a	quick	death.”

Meggie	 would	 very	 much	 have	 liked	 to	 give	 him	 the	 answer	 this	 remark	 deserved,	 but	 Taddeo
scurried	away	too	fast	on	his	grasshopper	legs.

“Mo,	don’t	you	help	him!”	she	said	when	the	guard	outside	had	bolted	the	door	again.	“Why	should
you?	He’s	a	miserable	coward!”

“Oh,	I	can	understand	him,”	said	Mo.	“I	wouldn’t	like	to	do	without	my	eyes,	either,	even	though	we
have	useful	inventions	like	Braille	in	our	own	world.”

“All	the	same,	I	wouldn’t	help	him.”	Meggie	loved	her	father	for	his	strangely	soft	heart,	but	her	own
could	not	summon	up	any	sympathy	for	Taddeo.	She	imitated	his	voice.	”	‘I	hope	he	grants	you	a	quick
death!’	How	can	anyone	say	such	a	thing?”

But	Mo	wasn’t	listening.	“Have	you	ever	seen	such	beautiful	books,	Meggie?”	he	asked,	lying	down
on	the	bed.

“You	bet	I	have!”	she	said	indignantly.	“Any	book	I’m	allowed	to	read	is	more	beautiful,	right?”
But	 Mo	 did	 not	 reply.	 He	 had	 turned	 his	 back	 to	 her	 and	 was	 breathing	 deeply	 and	 peacefully.

Obviously,	sleep	had	found	its	way	to	him	at	last.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
67	Kindness	and	Mercy

Here	are	we	five	or	six	strung	up,	you	see,
And	here	the	flesh	that	all	too	well	we	fed,
Bit	by	bit	eaten	and	rotten,	rent	and	shred,
And	we	the	bones	grow	dust	and	ash	withal.
Francois	Villon,	“Ballade	of	the	Hanged	Men”
“When	are	we	going	back?”	Farid	asked	Dustfinger	this	question	several	times	a	day,	and	every	time

he	got	the	same	answer:	“Not	yet.”
“But	we’ve	been	here	so	long.”	It	was	almost	two	weeks	since	the	bloodbath	in	the	forest,	and	he	was

sick	 and	 tired	 of	 hanging	 around	 in	 the	Badger’s	 Earth.	 “What	 about	Meggie?	You	 promised	we’d	 go
back!”

All	Dustfinger	said	to	that	was,	“If	you	go	on	pressing	me	so	hard	I	shall	forget	that	promise.”	Then	he
went	to	Roxane.	She	was	busy	day	and	night,	nursing	the	wounded	they	had	found	among	the	dead,	in	the
hope	that	at	least	these	few	would	return	to	Ombra,	but	some	of	them	she	tended	in	vain.	He	will	stay	with
her,	thought	Farid	every	time	he	saw	Dustfinger	sitting	beside	her.	And	I’ll	have	to	go	back	to	the	Castle
of	Night	alone.	The	thought	hurt	like	fire	biting	him.

On	the	fifteenth	day,	when	Farid	felt	he	would	never	be	able	to	wash	the	smell	of	mouse	droppings
and	 pale	 mushrooms	 off	 his	 skin,	 two	 of	 the	 Black	 Prince’s	 informers	 brought	 identical	 hews:	 The
Adderhead’s	wife	had	borne	him	a	son.	To	celebrate	this	event,	so	his	criers	were	announcing	in	every
marketplace,	in	exactly	two	weeks’	time	he	would	show	his	great	kindness	and	mercy	by	setting	free	all
the	prisoners	held	in	the	dungeons	of	the	Castle	of	Night.	Including	the	Bluejay.

“Nonsense!”	said	Dustfinger,	when	Farid	told	him	about	it.	“The	Adderhead	has	a	roast	quail	where
other	people	have	a	heart.	He	would	never	set	anyone	free	out	of	mercy,	however	many	sons	were	born	to
him.	No,	 if	 he	 really	 intends	 to	 let	 them	 go	 it’s	 because	 Fenoglio	wrote	 it	 that	way,	 and	 for	 no	 other
reason.”

Fenoglio	seemed	to	share	this	opinion.	Ever	since	the	bloodbath	he	had	spent	most	of	his	time	sitting
in	some	dark	corner	of	the	Badger’s	Earth,	looking	gloomy	and	scarcely	saying	a	word,	but	now	he	started
defiantly	announcing	to	anyone	who	would	listen	that	the	good	news	was	due	solely	to	him.	No	one	took
any	notice	of	him,	no	one	knew	what	he	was	talking	about	-	except	for	Dustfinger,	who	was	still	avoiding
him	like	the	plague	in	human	form.	“Listen	to	the	old	man!	How	he	boasts	and	brags!”	he	said	to	Farid.
“Cosimo	and	his	men	are	hardly	cold	in	the	ground	and	he’s	forgotten	them	already.	I	hope	he	drops	dead
himself!”

The	Black	Prince,	of	course,	believed	in	the	Adderhead’s	mercy	as	little	as	Dustfinger	did,	in	spite	of
Fenoglio’s	 assurances	 that	 exactly	 what	 the	 informers	 had	 said	 would	 really	 happen.	 The	 robbers	 sat
together	until	 late	 into	 the	night,	discussing	what	 to	do.	They	would	not	 let	Farid	 join	 this	 council,	but
Dustfinger	was	with	them.

“What’s	their	plan?	Tell	me!”	Farid	asked	him,	when	he	finally	came	back	from	the	cave	where	the
robbers	had	been	putting	their	heads	together	for	hours	on	end.

“They’re	going	to	set	out	in	a	week’s	time.”
“Where	for?	The	Castle	of	Night?”
“Yes.”	Dustfinger	didn’t	 seem	half	as	pleased	as	he	was.	“Good	heavens,	you’re	 fidgeting	 like	 fire



when	the	wind	blows	into	it,”	he	snapped	at	Farid	irritably.	“We’ll	see	if	you’re	still	so	happy	once	we
get	there.	We’ll	have	to	crawl	underground	like	worms,	and	go	much	deeper	there	than	here.”

“Even	deeper?”
But	of	course.	Farid	pictured	Mount	Adder	before	him:	There	wasn’t	anywhere	to	hide,	not	a	bush,	not

a	tree.
“There’s	an	abandoned	mine	at	 the	 foot	of	 the	north	 slope.”	Dustfinger	made	a	 face,	 as	 if	 the	mere

thought	of	the	place	turned	his	stomach.	“Some	ancestor	of	the	Adderhead	must	have	dug	too	deep	there,
and	 several	 galleries	 fell	 in,	 but	 that’s	 so	 long	 ago	 that	 obviously	 not	 even	 the	 Adderhead	 himself
remembers	the	mine.	Not	a	pleasant	place,	but	a	good	hideout,	and	the	only	one	on	Mount	Adder.	The	bear
found	the	entrance.”

A	mine.	Farid	swallowed.	The	thought	of	it	left	him	struggling	for	air.	“Then	what?”	he	asked.	“What
do	we	do	when	we	get	there?”

“Wait.	Wait	to	see	if	the	Adderhead	really	keeps	his	promise.”
“Wait?	Is	that	all?”
“You’ll	learn	everything	else	soon	enough.”
“Then	we’re	going,	too?”
“Did	you	have	anything	else	in	mind?”
Farid	hugged	him	more	tightly	than	he	had	for	a	long	time.	Even	though	he	knew	that	Dustfinger	did	not

particularly	like	to	be	hugged.
“No,”	said	Roxane	when	the	Black	Prince	offered	to	have	her	escorted	back	to	Ombra	by	one	of	his

men	before	they	set	out.	“I’m	coming	with	you.	If	you	can	spare	a	man,	then	send	him	to	my	children	to	tell
them	I’ll	be	home	soon.”

Soon!	Farid	wondered	exactly	when	that	was	going	to	be,	but	he	said	nothing.	Although	the	time	when
they	 would	 set	 out	 was	 now	 fixed,	 the	 days	 still	 passed	 terribly	 slowly,	 and	 almost	 every	 night	 he
dreamed	of	Meggie.	Those	were	bad	dreams,	full	of	darkness	and	fear.	When	the	day	of	their	departure
finally	came,	half	a	dozen	robbers	stayed	in	the	Badger’s	Earth	to	go	on	tending	the	wounded.	The	rest	set
out	on	the	road	to	the	Castle	of	Night:	 thirty	men	in	ragged	clothing,	but	well	armed.	And	Roxane.	And
Fenoglio.

“You’re	taking	the	old	man,	too?”	Dustfinger	asked	the	Prince	in	astonishment	when	he	saw	Fenoglio
among	the	men.	“Are	you	crazy?	Send	him	back	to	Ombra.	Take	him	anywhere	else,	straight	to	the	White
Women	for	preference,	but	send	him	away!”

However,	the	Prince	wouldn’t	hear	of	it.	“What	do	you	have	against	him?”	he	asked.	“He’s	a	harmless
old	man.	And	don’t	start	telling	me	again	how	he	can	bring	the	dead	to	life!	Even	my	bear	likes	him.	He’s
written	us	some	fine	songs,	and	he	can	tell	wonderful	stories,	even	if	he	has	no	appetite	for	them	just	now.
And	he	doesn’t	want	to	go	back	to	Ombra,	anyway.”

“I’m	not	surprised,	considering	all	the	widows	and	orphans	he’s	made	there,”	said	Dustfinger	bitterly,
and	when	Fenoglio	looked	his	way	he	cast	him	so	icy	a	glance	that	the	old	man	quickly	turned	his	head
again.

It	was	a	silent	march.	The	trees	whispered	above	their	heads,	as	 if	warning	them	not	 to	 take	a	step
farther	south,	and	once	or	 twice	Dustfinger	had	 to	summon	fire	 to	chase	away	beings	 that	none	of	 them
could	see,	although	they	sensed	them.	Farid	was	tired,	tired	to	death,	his	face	and	his	arms	all	scratched
with	thorns,	by	the	time	the	silver	towers	finally	appeared	above	the	treetops.	“Like	a	crown	on	a	bald
head!”	whispered	one	of	the	robbers,	and	for	a	moment	Farid	felt	he	could	physically	grasp	the	fear	that
these	ragged	men	felt	at	the	sight	of	the	mighty	fortress.	No	doubt	they	were	all	glad	when	the	Prince	led
them	to	the	north	slope	of	Mount	Adder,	and	the	tops	of	the	towers	disappeared	again.	The	earth	fell	in
folds	like	a	crumpled	garment	on	this	side	of	the	hill,	and	the	few	trees	cowered	low,	as	if	they	heard	the
sound	of	axes	 too	often.	Farid	had	never	seen	such	trees	before.	Their	 leaves	seemed	as	black	as	night



itself,	and	their	bark	was	prickly	like	a	hedgehog.	Red	berries	grew	on	the	branches.	“Mortola’s	berries!”
Dustfinger	 whispered	 to	 him	 as	 he	 picked	 a	 handful	 in	 passing.	 “She’s	 said	 to	 have	 scattered	 them
everywhere	at	the	foot	of	this	hill,	until	they	were	sprinkled	all	over	the	ground.	The	trees	grow	very	fast,
they	 shoot	 up	 from	 the	 earth	 like	mushrooms	 and	 keep	 all	 other	 trees	 away.	 Bitterberry	 trees,	 they’re
called.	Everything	about	them	is	poisonous	-	their	berries	and	their	leaves.	And	their	bark	burns	the	skin
worse	than	fire.”	Farid	dropped	the	berries,	and	wiped	his	hand	on	his	trousers.

A	 little	 later,	 when	 it	 was	 pitch	 dark,	 they	 almost	 ran	 into	 one	 of	 the	 patrols	 that	 the	 Adderhead
regularly	 sent	 out,	 but	 the	 bear	warned	 them	 in	 time.	The	mounted	men	 appeared	 among	 the	 trees	 like
silver	 beetles.	Moonlight	was	 reflected	 on	 their	 breastplates,	 and	 Farid	 hardly	 dared	 to	 breathe	 as	 he
ducked	down	into	a	crevice	in	 the	ground	with	Dustfinger	and	Roxane,	waiting	for	 the	hoofbeats	 to	die
away.	They	stole	on,	like	mice	under	the	eyes	of	a	cat,	until	they	had	finally	reached	their	goal.

Wild	 vines	 and	 rubble	 hid	 the	 entrance.	 The	 Prince	 was	 the	 first	 to	 force	 his	 way	 down	 into	 the
bowels	of	 the	earth.	Farid	hesitated	when	he	saw	how	steep	 the	climb	down	 into	 the	darkness	 looked.
“Come	on!”	whispered	Dustfinger	impatiently.	“The	sun	will	soon	rise,	and	the	Adder’s	soldiers	aren’t
going	to	mistake	you	for	a	squirrel.”

“But	it	smells	like	a	burial	vault,”	said	Farid,	and	he	looked	longingly	up	at	the	sky.
“The	boy	has	a	good	nose!”	said	Snapper,	before	pushing	his	way	past	him,	grim-faced.	“Yes,	there

are	many	dead	men	down	there.	The	mountain	devoured	them	because	they	dug	too	deep.	You	don’t	see
them,	but	you	smell	them.	People	say	they	stop	up	the	galleries	like	a	cargo	of	dead	fish.”

Horrified,	Farid	looked	at	him,	but	Dustfinger	just	pushed	him	in	the	back.	“Look,	how	often	do	I	have
to	tell	you	it’s	not	 the	dead	but	 the	living	you	should	fear?	Come	on,	make	a	few	sparks	dance	on	your
fingertips	to	give	us	a	light.”

The	robbers	had	settled	in	those	galleries	that	were	not	buried	in	rubble.	They	had	given	the	roofs	and
walls	 additional	 props,	 but.	Farid	didn’t	 trust	 the	beams	now	braced	 against	 the	 stone	 and	 the	ground.
How	could	they	support	the	weight	of	a	whole	mountain?	He	thought	he	heard	it	sighing	and	groaning,	and
while	he	made	himself	as	comfortable	as	he	could	on	the	dirty	blankets	that	the	robbers	had	spread	on	the
hard	 ground,	 he	 suddenly	 remembered	 Sootbird	 again.	But	 the	 Prince	 only	 laughed	when	 he	 anxiously
asked	about	him.	“No,	Sootbird	doesn’t	know	about	this	place	or	any	of	our	hideouts.	He’s	often	tried	to
get	us	 to	 take	him	along,	but	who’s	going	 to	 trust	such	a	wretched	fire-eater?	The	only	reason	he	knew
about	the	Secret	Camp	was	because	he’s	one	of	the	strolling	players.”

All	 the	 same,	 Farid	 did	 not	 feel	 safe.	 Almost	 a	 week	 yet	 to	 go	 before	 the	 Adderhead	 freed	 his
prisoners!	It	would	be	a	long	wait.	He	was	already	wishing	himself	back	among	the	mouse	droppings	in
the	Badger’s	Earth.	During	the	night	he	kept	staring	at	the	rubble	closing	off	the	galleries	where	they	were
sleeping.	He	thought	he	heard	pale	fingers	scraping	at	the	stones.	“Put	your	hands	over	your	ears,	then!”
was	all	Dustfinger	said	when	Farid	shook	him	awake	to	say	so,	and	he	put	his	arms	around	Roxane	again.
Dustfinger	was	having	bad	dreams,	the	kind	he	had	often	had	in	the	other	world,	but	now	it	was	Roxane
who	calmed	him	and	whispered	him	back	 to	 sleep.	Her	quiet	voice,	 soft	with	 love,	 reminded	Farid	of
Meggie’s,	 and	 he	 missed	 Meggie	 so	 much	 that	 he	 felt	 ashamed	 of	 his	 weakness.	 In	 this	 darkness,
surrounded	 by	 the	 dead,	 it	 was	 difficult	 to	 believe	 that	 she	 was	 missing	 him,	 too.	 Suppose	 she	 had
forgotten	him,	the	way	Dustfinger	often	forgot	him	now	that	Roxane	was	here?	Only	Meggie	had	made	him
forget	his	jealousy,	but	Meggie	wasn’t	with	him	now.

On	the	second	night	a	boy	came	to	the	mine.	He	worked	in	the	stables	of	the	Castle	of	Night	and	had
been	spying	for	the	Black	Prince	ever	since	the	Piper	had	his	brother	hanged.	He	said	that	the	Adderhead
would	 let	 the	prisoners	go	along	 the	road	 leading	down	to	 the	harbor,	on	condition	 that	 they	boarded	a
ship	there	and	never	returned.

“The	road	to	the	harbor.	Ah,”	was	all	the	Prince	said	when	the	informer	had	gone	again	-	and	he	set
out	with	Dustfinger	that	same	night.	Farid	didn’t	ask	if	he	could	go,	too.	He	simply	followed	them.



The	road	was	little	more	than	a	footpath	leading	through	the	trees.	It	ran	straight	down	Mount	Adder,
as	if	in	a	hurry	to	slip	under	the	canopy	of	leaves.	“The	Adderhead	pardoned	a	troop	of	prisoners	once
before	and	let	them	go	along	this	road,”	said	the	Prince,	when	they	were	under	the	trees	at	the	roadside.
‘And	they	did	reach	the	sea	without	mishap,	just	as	he	had	promised,	but	the	ship	waiting	for	them	was	a
slave	ship,	and	 they	say	 the	Adderhead	got	a	particularly	 fine	silver	bridle	 for	 those	prisoners,	a	scant
dozen	of	them.”

Slaves?	Farid	remembered	markets	where	people	were	sold,	and	buyers	gaped	at	them	and	felt	them
as	if	they	were	cattle.	Girls	with	blonde	hair	had	been	in	great	demand.

“Don’t	look	as	if	Meggie	had	been	sold	already!”	said	Dustfinger.	“The	Prince	will	think	of	something
-	won’t	you?”

The	Black	Prince	tried	to	smile,	but	he	couldn’t	conceal	the	fact	that	he	was	eyeing	the	road	with	great
concern.	“They	must	never	reach	that	ship,”	he	said.	“And	we	can	only	hope	that	the	Adderhead	doesn’t
send	too	many	soldiers	to	escort	them.	We	must	hide	them	quickly	-	in	the	mine	at	first,	that	will	be	best,
until	 everything’s	quieted	down	again.	And	very	 likely,”	he	added	almost	 as	an	afterthought,	 “we	shall
need	fire.”

Dustfinger	blew	on	his	fingers	until	flames	as	delicate	as	butterfly	wings	were	dancing	there.	“What
do	you	think	I’m	still	here	for?”	he	asked.	“Fire	there	shall	be.	But	I	will	not	take	a	sword	in	my	hand,	in
case	that’s	what	you’re	hoping.	You	know	I’m	no	good	with	such	things.”
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“If	I	cannot	get	me	forth	out	of	this	house,”	he	thought,	“I	am	a	dead	man!”
Robert	Louis	Stevenson,	The	Black	Arrow
When	Meggie	woke,	she	didn’t	know	for	a	moment	where	she	was.	In	Elinor’s	house?	she	wondered.

With	Fenoglio?	But	 then	 she	 saw	Mo	bending	 low	over	 the	big	 table,	 binding	a	book.	The	book.	Five
hundred	blank	pages.	They	were	in	the	Castle	of	Night,	and	Mo	was	to	have	the	book	finished	tomorrow.
…	A	 flash	 of	 lightning	 illuminated	 the	 soot-blackened	 ceiling,	 and	 the	 thunder	 that	 followed	 sounded
menacingly	loud,	but	it	wasn’t	the	storm	that	had	woken	Meggie.	She	had	heard	voices.	The	guards.	There
was	someone	at	the	door.	Mo	had	heard	it,	too.

“Meggie,	he	mustn’t	work	such	long	hours.	It	could	bring	back	the	fever,”	the	Barn	Owl	had	told	her
that	very	morning,	before	they	took	him	down	to	the	dungeons	again.	But	what	could	she	do	about	it?	Mo
sent	her	to	bed	the	moment	she	began	yawning	too	often.	(”That	was	the	twenty-third	yawn,	Meggie.	Go
on,	bed	for	you,	or	you’ll	be	dead	on	your	feet	before	this	damned	book	is	finished.”)	Then	it	would	be
ages	before	he	went	to	sleep	himself.	He	stayed	up	cutting,	folding,	and	stitching	until	it	was	nearly	dawn.
He’d	done	that	tonight	as	well.

When	one	of	the	guards	opened	the	door,	Meggie	thought	for	a	dreadful	moment	that	Mortola	had	come
to	kill	Mo	after	all,	before	the	Adderhead	let	him	go.	But	it	was	not	the	Magpie.	The	Adderhead	stood	in
the	doorway,	breathing	heavily.	Two	servants	stood	behind	him,	their	faces	pale	with	exhaustion,	carrying
silver	 candelabras	 from	 which	 wax	 dripped	 to	 the	 floorboards.	 Their	 master,	 treading	 heavily,
approached	the	table	at	which	Mo	worked	and	stared	at	the	book.	It	was	almost	finished.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	Mo	still	had	the	paper	knife	in	his	hand.	The	Adderhead	stared	at	him.
His	eyes	were	even	more	bloodshot	than	on	the	night	when	Meggie	had	made	her	bargain	with	him.

“How	much	longer?”	he	demanded.	“My	son	is	crying.	He	cries	all	night.	He	feels	the	White	Women
coming	close,	just	as	I	do.	Now	they	want	to	fetch	him	away,	too,	him	and	me	at	the	same	time.	Folk	say
they’re	particularly	hungry	on	stormy	nights.”

Mo	put	down	the	knife.	“The	book	will	be	finished	tomorrow,	as	agreed.	It	would	have	been	ready
sooner,	but	the	leather	to	cover	it	was	full	of	tears	and	holes	made	by	thorns,	so	that	held	us	up,	and	the
paper	wasn’t	as	good	as	it	might	have	been,	either.”

“Yes,	yes,	very	well,	the	librarian	has	passed	on	your	complaints!”	The	Adderhead’s	voice	sounded
as	if	he	had	been	shouting	himself	hoarse.	“If	Taddeo	had	his	way,	you’d	spend	the	rest	of	your	life	in	this
room,	rebinding	all	my	books.	But	I	will	let	you	go	-	you,	your	daughter,	your	wife,	and	those	good-for-
nothing	strolling	players.	They	can	all	go,	I	just	want	the	book!	Mortola	has	told	me	about	the	three	words
that	your	daughter	so	cunningly	failed	to	mention,	but	never	mind	that	-	I	shall	take	good	care	that	no	one
writes	them	in	its	pages!	I	want	to	be	able	to	laugh	in	the	Cold	Man’s	face	at	last	-	laugh	at	him	and	his
pale	women!	Another	night	like	this	and	I	shall	be	beating	my	head	against	the	wall,	I	shall	kill	my	wife,	I
shall	kill	my	child,	I	shall	kill	all	of	you.	Do	you	understand,	Bluejay	or	whatever	your	name	is?	You	must
finish	the	book	before	dark	falls	again!	You	must!”

Mo	stroked	the	wooden	boards	that	he	had	covered	with	leather	only	the	day	before.	“I’ll	be	finished
by	the	time	the	sun	rises.	But	you	must	swear	to	me	on	your	son’s	life	that	then	you	will	let	us	go	at	once.”

The	Adderhead	 looked	at	him	as	 if	 the	White	Women	were	 there	 standing	behind	him.	“Yes,	yes,	 I
swear	by	whomever	and	whatever	you	like!	By	sunrise,	that	sounds	good!”	He	walked	ponderously	over



to	Mo	and	stared	at	his	chest.	“Show	me!”	he	whispered.	“Show	me	where	Mortola	wounded	you.	With
the	magic	weapon	 that	my	master-at-arms	 took	apart	 so	 thoroughly	 that	 now	no	one	 can	put	 it	 together
again.	I	had	the	fool	hanged	for	that.”

Mo	hesitated,	but	finally	he	opened	his	shirt.
“So	close	to	the	heart!”	The	Adderhead	put	his	hand	on	Mo’s	chest	as	if	to	make	sure	that	the	heart	in

it	 was	 really	 still	 beating.	 “Yes,”	 he	 said.	 “Yes,	 you	must	 indeed	 know	 a	 way	 to	 cheat	 death	 or	 you
wouldn’t	be	alive	now.”

He	turned	abruptly	and	waved	the	two	servants	over	to	the	door.	“Very	well,	I	shall	have	you	fetched
soon	after	sunrise,	you	and	the	book,”	he	said	over	his	shoulder.

“Now	get	me	something	to	eat	in	the	hall!”	Meggie	heard	him	shouting	outside	the	door	as	the	guards
bolted	it	again.	“Wake	the	cooks,	wake	the	maids	and	the	Piper.	Wake	them	all!	I	want	to	eat	and	listen	to
a	few	dark	songs.	And	the	Piper	must	sing	them	so	loudly	that	I	don’t	hear	the	child	crying.”

Then	his	footsteps	retreated,	and	only	the	rolling	of	the	thunder	remained.	A	flash	of	lightning	made	the
pages	 of	 the	 almost-finished	 book	 shine	 as	 if	 they	 had	 a	 life	 of	 their	 own.	Mo	 had	 gone	 over	 to	 the
window.	He	stood	there	motionless,	looking	out.

“By	sunrise!	Can	you	do	it?”	asked	Meggie	anxiously.
“Of	course,”	he	said,	without	turning.	Lightning	was	flickering	over	the	sea	like	a	distant	light	being

switched	on	and	off	by	someone	-	except	that	no	such	light	existed	in	this	world.	Meggie	went	over	to	Mo,
and	he	put	his	arm	around	her.	He	knew	she	was	afraid	of	thunderstorms.	When	she	was	very	small	and
had	 crept	 into	 bed	with	 him,	 he	 always	 told	 her	 the	 same	 story:	 Thunderstorms	were	 because	 the	 sky
longed	to	be	united	with	the	earth,	and	reached	out	fiery	fingers	to	touch	it	on	such	nights.

But	Mo	didn’t	tell	that	story	today.
“Did	you	see	the	fear	in	his	face?”	Meggie	whispered	to	him.	“Exactly	as	Fenoglio	described	it.”
“Yes,	even	the	Adderhead	must	play	the	part	that	Fenoglio	has	written	for	him,”	replied	Mo.	“But	so

must	we,	Meggie.	How	do	you	like	that	idea?”
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True,	I	talk	of	dreams,
Which	are	the	children	of	an	idle	brain,
Begot	of	nothing	but	vain	fantasy,
Which	is	as	thin	of	substance	as	the	air.
William	Shakespeare,	Romeo	and	Juliet
It	was	the	last	night	before	the	day	when	the	Adderhead	would	show	his	clemency.	In	a	few	hours,	just

before	dawn,	they	would	all	be	in	position	by	the	road.	None	of	the	informers	had	been	able	to	say	exactly
when	the	prisoners	were	to	come	down	it	-	they	knew	only	that	this	would	be	the	day.	The	robbers	were
sitting	 together,	 telling	 one	 another	 tales	 of	 old	 adventures	 in	 loud	 voices.	 Presumably	 that	 was	 their
means	of	keeping	fear	at	bay,	but	Dustfinger	did	not	feel	like	either	talking	or	listening.	He	kept	waking
suddenly	from	sleep,	but	not	because	of	the	voices	that	came	to	his	ears.	Pictures	in	his	mind	woke	him,
terrible	pictures	that	had	been	robbing	him	of	sleep	for	days.

This	time	they	had	been	particularly	bad,	and	so	real	that	he	started	up	as	if	Gwin	had	jumped	on	his
chest.	His	heart	was	still	thudding	hard	as	he	sat	there	staring	into	the	dark.	Dreams	-	in	the	other	world
they	had	often	kept	him	from	sleeping,	too,	but	he	couldn’t	remember	any	of	them	as	bad	as	this	one.	“It’s
the	dead.	They	bring	bad	dreams,”	Farid	always	said.	“They	whisper	terrible	things	to	you,	and	then	they
lie	on	your	breast	to	feel	your	racing	heart.	It	makes	them	feel	alive	again!”

Dustfinger	liked	this	explanation.	He	feared	death	but	not	the	dead.	But	suppose	it	was	quite	different,
suppose	the	dreams	were	showing	him	a	story	already	waiting	for	him	somewhere?	Reality	was	a	fragile
thing;	Silvertongue’s	voice	had	shown	him	that	once	and	for	all.

Roxane	stirred	in	her	sleep	beside	him.	She	turned	her	head	and	murmured	the	names	of	her	children,
the	dead	as	well	as	 the	 living.	There	was	still	no	news	from	Ombra.	Even	 the	Black	Prince	had	heard
nothing	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 either	 from	 the	 castle	 or	 the	 city,	 no	 word	 of	 what	 had	 happened	 after	 the
Adderhead	sent	Cosimo’s	body	back	to	his	daughter,	with	the	news	that	hardly	any	of	the	men	who	had
followed	him	would	come	back,	either.

Roxane	whispered	Brianna’s	 name	 again.	Every	 day	 she	 stayed	here	with	 him	 cut	 her	 to	 the	 heart,
Dustfinger	knew	that	only	too	well.	So	why	didn’t	he	simply	go	back	with	her?	Why	not	turn	his	back	on
this	infernal	hill	and	return	at	last	to	a	place	where	you	didn’t	have	to	hide	underground	like	an	animal?
Or	like	a	dead	man,	he	added	in	his	thoughts.

You	know	why,	he	 told	himself.	 It’s	 the	dreams.	The	accursed	dreams.	He	whispered	fire-words	 to
banish	the	darkness	in	which	dreams	put	forth	such	dreadful	blossoms.	A	flame	licked	up	sleepily	from
the	ground	beside	him.	He	held	out	his	hand	and	let	it	dance	up	his	arm,	lick	his	fingers	and	his	forehead,
in	the	hope	that	it	would	simply	burn	away	the	horrible	pictures.	But	even	the	pain	did	not	rid	him	of	them,
and	Dustfinger	extinguished	the	flame	with	the	flat	of	his	hand.	His	skin	was	sooty	and	hot	afterward,	as	if
the	fire	had	left	its	black	breath	behind,	but	the	dream	was	still	there,	a	terror	in	his	heart,	too	black	and
strong	even	for	the	fire.

How	could	he	simply	go	away	when	he	saw	such	images	by	night	-	pictures	of	 the	dead,	again	and
again,	nothing	but	blood	and	death?	The	faces	changed.	Sometimes	it	was	Resa’s	face	he	saw,	sometimes
Meggie’s,	then	at	other	times	the	face	of	the	Barn	Owl.	He	had	seen	the	Black	Prince,	too,	with	blood	on
his	breast.	And	 today	 -	 today	 it	had	been	Farid’s	 face.	 Just	 like	 the	night	before.	Dustfinger	closed	his



eyes	when	the	pictures	came	back,	so	plain	and	clear…Of	course	he	had	tried	to	persuade	the	boy	to	stay
with	Roxane	tomorrow,	when	he	set	off	with	the	robbers	-	along	the	road	they	were	to	come	down,	Resa
and	Silvertongue,	Meggie,	 the	Barn	Owl,	 and	 all	 the	 others.	 (Just	 how	many	 there	would	be,	 even	 the
Prince’s	informers	could	not	say.)	But	it	was	hopeless.

Dustfinger	 leaned	 back	 against	 the	 damp	 stone	 into	 which	 hands	 long	 gone	 had	 cut	 the	 narrow
galleries,	and	looked	at	the	boy.	Farid	had	curled	up	like	a	small	child,	knees	drawn	up	against	his	chest,
with	the	two	martens	beside	him.	They	slept	at	Farid’s	side	more	and	more	often	when	they	came	back
from	hunting,	perhaps	because	they	knew	that	Roxane	did	not	like	them.

How	peacefully	 the	boy	lay	 there,	not	at	all	as	Dustfinger	had	 just	seen	him	in	his	dreams.	A	smile
even	 flickered	 across	 his	 dark	 face.	 Perhaps	 he	was	 dreaming	 of	Meggie,	Resa’s	Meggie,	 as	 like	 her
mother	as	one	flame	is	like	another	and	yet	so	different.	“You	do	think	she’s	all	right,	don’t	you?”	Farid
asked	that	question	heaven	knows	how	many	times	a	day.	Dustfinger	still	clearly	remembered	the	feeling
of	 being	 in	 love	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 How	 vulnerable	 his	 heart	 had	 suddenly	 been!	 Such	 a	 trembling,
quivering	thing,	happy	and	miserably	unhappy	at	once.

A	 cold	wind	 blew	 through	 the	 galleries,	 and	Dustfinger	 saw	 the	 boy	 shivering	 in	 his	 sleep.	Gwin
raised	his	head	when	he	rose	and	took	the	cloak	off	his	shoulders,	covering	Farid	with	it.	“Why	are	you
looking	at	me	like	that?”	he	whispered	to	the	marten.	“He’s	crept	into	your	heart	just	as	he	crept	into	mine.
How	could	it	happen	to	us,	Gwin?”

The	marten	licked	his	paw	and	looked	at	him	from	dark	eyes.	When	he	dreamed	it	was	surely	only	of
hunting,	not	of	dead	boys.

Suppose	 the	 old	man	was	 sending	 the	 dreams?	The	 idea	made	Dustfinger	 shudder	 as	 he	 lay	 down
beside	Roxane	on	the	hard	ground	again.	Yes,	Fenoglio	could	be	sitting	in	some	corner,	as	he	had	often
done	 these	 last	 few	 days,	 spinning	 bad	 dreams	 for	 him.	 That	 was	 exactly	 what	 he	 had	 done	with	 the
Adderhead’s	 fears!	Nonsense,	 thought	Dustfinger	 angrily,	 putting	 his	 arm	 around	Roxane.	Meggie	 isn’t
here.	Without	 her,	 the	 old	man’s	 words	 are	 nothing	 but	 ink.	 Now	 try	 to	 get	 some	 sleep,	 or	 you’ll	 be
nodding	off	as	you	wait	among	the	trees	with	the	others	tomorrow.

But	it	was	a	long	time	before	he	could	close	his	eyes.
He	just	lay	there	and	listened	to	the	boy’s	breathing.
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“Of	course	not,”	said	Hermione.	“Everything	we	need	is	here	on	this	paper.”
J.	K.	Rowling,	Harry	Potter	and	the	Sorcerer’s	Stone
Mo	worked	all	night,	while	the	storm	raged	outside	as	if	Fenoglio’s	world	could	not	accept	that	soon

immortality	would	arrive	in	it.	Meggie	had	tried	to	stay	awake,	but	finally	she	had	nodded	off	again,	head
on	the	table,	and	he	had	put	her	to	bed	as	he	had	done	so	many	times	before.	Marveling	yet	again	to	see
how	big	she	was	now.	Almost	grown-up.	Almost.

Meggie	woke	as	he	snapped	the	clasps	shut.	“Good	morning,”	he	said	as	she	raised	her	head	from	the
pillow	-	and	hoped	it	would	really	be	a	good	morning.	Outside,	the	sky	was	turning	red	like	a	face	with
the	blood	streaming	back	into	it.	The	clasps	held	well.	Mo	had	filed	them	so	that	no	part	of	them	pricked
or	dug	 into	 the	 fingers.	They	held	 the	blank	pages	 together	as	 firmly	as	 if	Death	were	already	between
them.	The	 leather	he	had	been	given	for	 the	binding	had	a	 reddish	 tinge,	and	 it	 surrounded	 the	wooden
boards	of	 the	covers	 like	 their	natural	skin.	The	back	was	gently	 rounded,	 the	stitching	firm,	 the	quires
carefully	planed.	But	the	fact	was	that	none	of	that	mattered	with	this	book.	No	one	would	read	it.	No	one
would	keep	 it	beside	his	bed	 to	 leaf	 through	 its	pages	again	and	again.	The	book	was	eerie	 for	 all	 its
beauty,	 even	Mo	 felt	 that,	 although	 it	was	 the	work	 of	 his	 own	 hands.	 It	 seemed	 to	 have	 a	 voice	 that
whispered	barely	perceptible	words,	words	that	were	not	to	be	found	on	its	blank	pages.	But	they	existed.
Fenoglio	 had	written	 them,	 in	 a	 place	 far	 away,	where	women	 and	 children	 now	wept	 for	 their	 dead
husbands	and	fathers.	Yes,	the	clasps	were	important.

Heavy	 footsteps	 echoed	 along	 the	 corridor	 outside	 the	door.	Soldiers’	 footsteps.	They	 came	closer
and	closer.	Outside,	the	night	was	fading.	The	Adderhead	was	taking	Mo	at	his	word.	By	the	time	the	sun
rises…

Meggie	quickly	got	out	of	bed,	passed	her	hand	over	her	hair,	and	smoothed	down	her	creased	dress.
“Is	it	finished?”	she	whispered.
He	nodded	and	took	the	book	from	the	table.	“Do	you	think	the	Adderhead	will	like	it?”
The	Piper	opened	the	door,	with	four	men	following	him.	His	silver	nose	sat	on	his	face	as	if	it	had

grown	from	the	flesh.
“Well,	Bluejay?	Have	you	finished?”
Mo	inspected	the	book	from	all	sides.	“Yes,	I	think	so,”	he	said,	but	when	the	Piper	put	out	his	hand	he

hid	 it	 behind	 his	 back.	 “Oh	 no,”	 he	 said.	 “I’m	 keeping	 this	 until	 your	master	 has	 kept	 his	 side	 of	 the
bargain.”

“You	are?”	The	Piper	smiled	 in	derision.	“Don’t	you	 think	I	know	ways	of	 taking	 it	 from	you?	But
hold	on	to	it	for	a	while.	Fear	will	make	you	weak	at	the	knees	soon	enough.”

It	was	a	long	way	from	the	part	of	the	Castle	of	Night	where	the	ghosts	of	forgotten	women	lived	to	the
halls	 where	 the	 Adderhead	 held	 court.	 The	 Piper	 walked	 behind	 Mo	 all	 the	 way	 with	 his	 curiously
arrogant	gait,	stiff	as	a	stork,	so	close	behind	that	Mo	felt	his	breath	on	the	nape	of	his	neck.	Mo	had	never
been	in	most	of	 the	corridors	along	which	they	marched,	yet	he	felt	as	 if	he	had	walked	down	them	all
before	-	in	the	days	when	he	read	Fenoglio’s	book	over	and	over	again	as	he	tried	to	bring	Resa	back.	It
was	a	strange	feeling	to	be	here	himself,	behind	the	words	on	the	page	-	and	looking	for	her	again.

He	had	read	about	the	hall	whose	mighty	doors	opened	for	them,	too,	and	when	he	saw	Meggie’s	look
of	 alarm	 he	 knew	 only	 too	well	what	 other	 dreadful	 place	 it	 reminded	 them	 both	 of.	 Capricorn’s	 red



church	 had	 not	 been	 half	 as	 magnificent	 as	 the	 Adderhead’s	 throne	 room,	 but	 thanks	 to	 Fenoglio’s
description	Mo	had	recognized	the	model	at	once.	Red-washed	walls,	column	ranged	beside	column	on
both	 sides,	 except	 that,	 unlike	 those	 in	 Capricorn’s	 church,	 these	 were	 faced	 with	 scales	 of	 silver.
Capricorn	had	even	taken	the	idea	of	a	statue	from	the	Adderhead,	but	the	sculptor	who	immortalized	the
Silver	Prince	clearly	knew	his	trade	better.

Capricorn	 had	 not	 tried	 to	 imitate	 the	Adderhead’s	 throne.	 It	 was	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 a	 nest	 of	 silver
vipers,	 two	 of	 them	 rearing	 up	with	 their	mouths	 fixed	 and	wide	 open,	 so	 that	 the	Adderhead’s	 hands
could	rest	on	their	heads.	The	lord	of	the	Castle	of	Night	was	magnificently	clad,	despite	the	early	hour,
as	 if	 to	welcome	his	 immortality	with	due	honor.	He	wore	a	cape	of	silvery-white	heron	feathers	over
garments	 of	 black	 silk.	 Behind	 him,	 like	 a	 flock	 of	 birds	 with	 bright	 plumage,	 stood	 his	 court:
administrators,	 ladies’	 maids,	 servants	 -	 and	 among	 them,	 dressed	 in	 the	 ashen	 gray	 of	 their	 guild,	 a
number	of	physicians.

Mortola	was	there,	too,	of	course.	She	stood	in	the	background,	almost	invisible	in	her	black	dress.	If
Mo	had	not	been	looking	out	for	her	he	would	have	missed	her.	There	was	no	sign	of	Basta,	but	Firefox
was	 standing	 next	 to	 the	 throne,	 arms	 crossed	 under	 his	 fox-fur	 cloak.	He	was	 staring	 their	way	with
hostility,	but	to	Mo’s	surprise	his	dark	looks	were	aimed	not	at	him.	but	mainly	at	the	Piper.

It’s	a	game,	thought	Mo	as	he	walked	past	the	silver	columns.	Fenoglio’s	game.	If	only	it	hadn’t	felt	so
real.	How	quiet	it	was	in	the	red	hall,	in	spite	of	all	the	people.	Meggie	looked	at	him,	her	face	so	pale
under	her	fair	hair,	and	he	gave	her	the	most	encouraging	smile	his	lips	could	manage	-	feeling	thankful
that	she	couldn’t	hear	how	fast	his	heart	was	beating.

The	Adderhead’s	wife	sat	beside	him.	Meggie	had	described	her	perfectly:	an	ivory	porcelain	doll.
Behind	them	stood	the	nurse	with	the	eagerly	awaited	son.	Mo	had	never	wanted	a	son,	only	a	daughter.
Resa	had	 teased	him	about	 it	when	 they	didn’t	yet	know	what	 their	baby	would	be.	The	child’s	crying
sounded	strangely	 lost	 in	 the	great	hall.	Even	 the	rain	beating	against	glazed	windows	high	above	 them
drowned	out	the	shrill	little	voice.

It’s	a	game,	thought	Mo	once	more	when	he	was	standing	before	the	steps	of	the	throne,	only	a	game.	If
only	 he’d	 known	more	 about	 the	 rules.	There	was	 someone	 else	 present	whom	 they	knew.	Taddeo	 the
librarian,	head	humbly	bent,	stood	right	behind	the	Adderhead’s	throne	and	gave	Mo	an	anxious	smile.

The	Adderhead	looked	even	more	exhausted	for	lack	of	sleep	than	he	had	on	their	last	meeting.	His
face	was	blotched	and	full	of	shadows,	his	 lips	colorless.	Only	the	rubies	in	the	corners	of	his	nostrils
shone	red.	Who	could	say	how	many	sleepless	nights	he	had	spent?	For	a	moment	it	seemed	to	Mo	as	if
all	his	life	had	gone	into	the	rubies	at	the	corners	of	his	nose.

“Good,	so	you	have	really	finished,”	he	said.	“Of	course,	you’re	in	a	hurry	to	see	your	wife	again,	I’m
sure.	I’ve	been	told	she	asks	about	you	every	day.	That’s	love,	I	expect,	isn’t	it?”

A	game,	only	a	game	…	It	didn’t	feel	like	that.	Nothing	had	ever	seemed	more	real	than	the	hatred	that
Mo	felt	at	this	moment,	as	he	looked	at	that	coarse	and	arrogant	face.	And	he	felt	something	else	beating	in
his	breast	again:	his	new,	cold	heart.	Or	was	it	just	his	old	heart,	burned	out	with	hatred?

The	Adderhead	made	a	sign	to	the	Piper,	and	the	silver-nosed	man	stepped	commandingly	toward	Mo.
He	found	it	hard	to	put	the	book	into	the	man’s	gloved	hands.	After	all,	there	was	nothing	else	that	could
save	them	now.	The	Piper	noticed	his	reluctance,	smiled	scornfully	at	him	-	and	took	the	book	up	the	steps
to	his	master.	Then,	with	a	brief	glance	at	Firefox,	he	stationed	himself	 right	beside	 the	 throne	with	an
arrogant	air,	as	if	there	were	no	more	important	man	in	the	hall.

“Beautiful.	Beautiful	indeed!”	The	Adderhead	caressed	the	white	pages	of	the	book.	“Whether	or	not
he’s	a	robber,	he	knows	something	about	bookbinding,	don’t	you	agree,	Firefox?”

“There	 are	 men	 of	 many	 trades	 among	 the	 robbers,”	 was	 all	 that	 Firefox	 replied.	 “Why	 not	 an
accursed	bookbinder,	too?”

“How	 true,	how	 true.	Did	you	all	hear	 that?”	The	Adderhead	 looked	at	his	colorfully	clad	 retinue,



inviting	approval.	 “It	 seems	 to	me	 that	my	herald	 still	 thinks	 I’d	have	 let	 a	 little	girl	 trick	me.	Yes,	he
believes	I’m	a	credulous	fool	by	comparison	with	his	old	master,	Capricorn.”

Firefox	was	about	to	protest,	but	the	Adderhead	silenced	him	with	a	gesture.	“Do	not	speak!”	was	all
he	said,	loud	enough	for	everyone	to	hear.	“In	spite	of	my	very	obvious	folly,	I	have	thought	of	a	way	to
prove	which	of	the	two	of	us	is	wrong.”	With	a	nod	of	the	head,	he	summoned	Taddeo	to	his	side.	Eager
to	oblige,	the	librarian	approached	him,	taking	pen	and	ink	from	the	folds	of	his	flowing	robe.

“It’s	perfectly	simple,	Firefox!”	You	could	tell	that	the	Adderhead	liked	the	sound	of	his	own	voice.
“You,	and	not	 I,	will	be	 the	first	 to	write	your	name	 in	 this	book!	Taddeo	here	has	assured	me	 that	 the
letters	 can	 be	 removed	 again	 with	 a	 scraper	 that	 Balbulus	 once	 designed	 specially	 for	 that	 purpose,
leaving	no	trace.	No	one	will	be	able	to	see	even	a	shadow	of	your	writing	on	the	pages.	So	you	write
your	name	-	which	I	know	you	are	able	to	do	-	we	give	the	Bluejay	a	sword,	and	he	runs	it	through	your
body.	Isn’t	that	a	fabulous	idea?	Won’t	it	prove	beyond	doubt	whether	or	not	this	book	can	do	what	his
daughter	promised	me?”

A	game.	Mo	saw	fear	spread	over	Firefox’s	face	like	a	rash.
“Well,	 come	 along!”	 the	 Adderhead	 derided	 him,	 opening	 the	 book	 and	 leafing	 through	 the	 blank

pages,	as	if	lost	in	thought.	“Why	do	you	suddenly	look	so	pale?	Isn’t	such	a	game	precisely	to	your	taste?
Come	along,	write	your	name	in	it.	Not	the	name	you’ve	given	yourself,	but	the	one	you	were	born	with.”

Think.	Mo	saw	one	of	the	guards	surrounding	him	and	Meggie	draw	his	sword.	What	are	you	going	to
do?	What?	He	felt	Meggie’s	horrified	gaze,	felt	her	fear	like	a	chill	beside	him.

Firefox	looked	around	as	if	searching	for	a	face	that	might	offer	help,	but	no	one	stepped	forward,	not
even	Mortola.	She	stood	there	with	her	lips	compressed	so	tightly	that	they	were	almost	white,	and	if	her
glance	could	have	killed	as	her	poisons	often	did,	the	book	would	not	have	helped	the	Adderhead.	As	it
was,	however,	he	just	smiled	at	her	and	put	the	pen	in	his	herald’s	hand.	Firefox	stared	at	the	sharpened
quill	as	if	he	were	not	sure	what	to	do	with	it.	Then	he	dipped	it	ceremoniously	in	the	ink	-	and	wrote.

“Excellent!”	 The	 Piper	 took	 the	 book	 from	 his	 hand	 the	 moment	 he	 had	 finished.	 The	 Adderhead
waved	to	one	of	the	servants	waiting	with	dishes	full	of	fruit	and	cakes	at	the	foot	of	the	silver	columns.
“Well,	what	are	you	waiting	for,	Firefox?	Try	your	luck!”	Honey	dripped	from	his	fingers	as	he	pushed
one	of	the	cakes	between	his	lips.

Firefox,	however,	stood	there,	still	staring	at	the	Piper,	whose	long	arms	were	wound	around	the	book
as	if	he	were	holding	a	baby.	He	responded	to	Firefox’s	glance	with	a	nasty	smile.	Firefox	abruptly	turned
his	back	to	him	and	the	Adderhead	and	came	down	the	steps.

Mo	removed	Meggie’s	hand	from	his	arm	and	pushed	her	gently	aside,	although	she	resisted.	The	men-
at-arms	standing	around	retreated,	with	incredulity	on	their	faces,	as	if	clearing	a	stage.	Except	for	the	one
who	had	drawn	his	sword	and	now	held	 it	out	 to	Mo.	Was	this	still	Fenoglio’s	game?	It	would	be	like
him.	When	Mo	had	entered	the	hall	just	now	he’d	have	given	one	of	his	eyes	for	a	sword,	but	he	didn’t
want	this	one.	He	wanted	it	as	little	as	the	roles	some	other	people	wanted	him	to	play,	whether	Fenoglio
or	the	Adderhead.	He	had	always	hated	games	like	this,	games	played	by	the	strong	with	someone	weaker,
the	cat	with	the	helpless	mouse….	He	hated	them,	even	when	the	mouse	was	a	murderer	and	fire-raiser.

When	Firefox	stopped	at	the	foot	of	the	steps,	hesitating	as	if	he	were	wondering	whether	there	might
not	be	some	way	out	for	him	after	all,	one	of	the	men-at-arms	went	up	to	him	and	took	his	sword	from	its
sheath.

“Here,	Bluejay,	take	it.”	The	soldier	who	was	holding	his
sword	out	to	Mo	was	getting	impatient,	and	Mo	remembered	the
night	when	he	had	picked	up	Basta’s	sword	and	chased	him	and
Capricorn	out	of	his	house.	He	still	remembered	just	how	heavy
the	weapon	had	felt	in	his	hand,	how	the	bright	blade	caught	the
light__



“No,	thank	you,”	Mo	said,	stepping	back.	“Swords	are	not	among	the	tools	of	my	trade.	I	thought	I’d
proved	that	with	the	book.”

The	Adderhead	wiped	the	honey	off	his	fingers,	removed	a	few	cake	crumbs	from	his	lips,	and	looked
him	 up	 and	 down.	 “Oh,	 come	 on,	Bluejay!”	 he	 said	 in	 a	 tone	 of	mild	 surprise.	 “You	 heard.	We	 don’t
expect	any	great	skill	in	swordplay.	All	you	have	to	do	is	run	it	through	his	body.	It	really	isn’t	difficult!”

Firefox	 was	 staring	 at	 Mo.	 His	 eyes	 were	 clouded	 with	 hatred.	 Look	 at	 him,	 you	 fool,	 Mo	 told
himself.	 He’d	 run	 you	 through	 with	 that	 sword	 on	 the	 spot,	 so	 why	 don’t	 you	 do	 it	 to	 him?	Meggie
understood	why	not.	He	saw	it	in	her	eyes.	Perhaps	the	Bluejay	might	take	that	sword,	but	not	her	father.

“Forget	it,	Adder,”	he	said	out	loud.	“If	you	have	an	account	to	settle	with	your	bloodhound,	see	to	it
yourself.	Ours	is	a	different	agreement.”

The	Adderhead	looked	at	him	with	as	much	interest	as	if	some	exotic	animal	had	wandered	into	his
hall.	Then	he	laughed.	“I	like	your	answer!”	he	cried.	“Indeed	I	do.	And	do	you	know	something?	It	finally
shows	me	I’ve	caught	the	right	man.	You	are	the	Bluejay,	without	any	doubt.	He’s	said	to	be	a	sly	fox.	But
all	the	same	I’ll	keep	my	bargain.”

And	so	saying,	he	nodded	to	the	man-at-arms	who	was	still	offering	Mo	the	sword.	Without	hesitation,
the	man	turned	and	thrust	the	long	blade	through	the	body	of	his	master’s	herald,	so	fast	that	Firefox	did
not	even	manage	to	flinch	back.

Meggie	 screamed.	Mo	 drew	 her	 close	 and	 hid	 her	 face	 against	 his	 chest.	 But	 Firefox	 stood	 there,
staring	in	bewilderment	at	the	sword	sticking	out	of	his	body	as	if	it	were	a	part	of	him.

With	a	self-satisfied	smile,	the	Adderhead	looked	around,	enjoying	the	silent	horror	in	the	hall	around
him.	 Firefox	 took	 the	 sword	 sticking	 out	 of	 his	 body	 and	 pulled	 out	 the	 blade	 very	 slowly,	 his	 face
distorted,	but	without	swaying	on	his	feet.	And	the	great	hall	became	as	still	as	if	all	present	had	stopped
breathing.

As	for	the	Adderhead,	he	applauded.	“Well,	look	at	that!”	he	cried.	“Is	there	anyone	here	in	this	hall
who	 thinks	 he	 could	 have	 survived	 that	 sword	 stroke?	 He’s	 just	 a	 little	 pale,	 that’s	 all	 -	 am	 I	 right,
Firefox?”

His	herald	did	not	reply,	but	just	stood	there	staring	at	the	bloodstained	sword	in	his	hands.
But	 the	Adderhead	went	 on,	 in	 a	 voice	 of	 high	 good	 humor,	 “Well,	 I	 think	 that	 proves	 it!	 The	 girl

wasn’t	lying,	and	the	Adderhead	is	not	a	gullible	fool	who	fell	for	a	child’s	fairy	tale,	is	he?”
He	placed	his	words	as	carefully	as	a	beast	of	prey	places	 its	paws.	Nothing	but	silence	answered

him.	Even	Firefox,	his	face	white	with	pain,	said	not	a	word	as	he	wiped	his	own	blood	from	the	sword
blade.

“Excellent!”	 remarked	 the	Adderhead.	“That’s	done,	 then	-	and	now	I	have	an	 immortal	herald.	 It’s
time	I	was	able	to	say	the	same	of	myself.	Piper,”	he	said,	turning	to	the	man	with	the	silver	nose.	“Empty
the	hall	for	me.	Get	everyone	out	-	servants,	women,	physicians,	clerks,	all	of	them.	I	want	just	ten	men-
at-arms	to	stay,	the	librarian,	you	and	Firefox,	and	the	two	prisoners.	You	go	away,	too!”	he	snapped	at
Mortola,	who	was	about	to	protest.	“Stay	with	my	wife	and	get	that	baby	to	stop	crying	at	last.”

“What’s	he	going	to	do,	Mo?”	whispered	Meggie	as	the	hall	emptied	around	them.	But	he	could	only
shake	his	head.	He	didn’t	know,	either.	He	only	felt	that	the	game	was	far	from	over	yet.

“What	 about	 us?”	 he	 called	 to	 the	 Adderhead.	 “My	 daughter	 and	 I	 have	 fulfilled	 our	 part	 of	 the
bargain,	so	fetch	the	prisoners	from	your	dungeons	and	let	us	go.”

But	 the	 Adderhead	 only	 raised	 his	 hands	 in	 a	 conciliatory	 gesture.	 “Yes,	 of	 course,	 of	 course,
Bluejay,”	he	graciously	replied.	“As	you	have	kept	your	word,	I	keep	mine.	The	Adder’s	word	of	honor.
I’ve	already	 sent	men	down	 to	 the	dungeons,	but	 it’s	 a	 long	way	 from	 there	 to	 the	gate,	 so	give	us	 the
pleasure	of	your	company	a	little	longer.	Believe	me,	we	shall	provide	you	with	entertainment.”

A	game.	Mo	looked	around	and	saw	the	huge	doors	close	behind	the	 last	servants.	Once	empty,	 the
hall	only	seemed	larger.



“Well,	how	are	you	doing,	Firefox?”	The	Adderhead	ran	a	cool	eye	over	his	herald.	“What	does	 it
feel	like	to	be	immortal?	Fabulous?	Reassuring?”

Firefox	said	nothing.	He	was	still	holding	the	sword	that	had	run	him	through.	“I’d	like	my	own	sword
back,”	he	said	hoarsely,	without	taking	his	eyes	off	his	master.	“This	one	is	no	good.”

“Nonsense.	 I’ll	 have	 a	new	 sword	 forged	 for	you,	 a	better	one,	 in	gratitude	 for	 the	 service	you’ve
done	me	today!”	replied	the	Adderhead.	“But	first	we	have	one	small	thing	to	do	so	that	we	can	remove
your	name	from	my	book	without	any	damage.”

“Remove	it?”	Firefox’s	eyes	wandered	to	the	Piper,	who	opened	the	book	again	and	held	it	out	to	the
librarian.

“Remove	it,	yes.	You	remember	that	originally	the	book	was	to	make	me	immortal,	not	you,	and	for
that	to	happen	the	scribe	must	write	three	more	words	in	it.”

“What	for?”	Firefox	wiped	the	sweat	from	his	brow	with	his	sleeve.
Three	words.	Poor	devil.	Did	he	hear	the	trap	snapping	shut?	Meggie	reached	for	Mo’s	hand.
“To	make	room,	one	might	say.	To	make	room	for	me,”	 replied	 the	Adderhead.	“And	do	you	know

what?”	he	went	on,	as	Firefox	looked	at	him	uncomprehendingly.	“As	a	reward	for	your	unselfish	proof	of
how	reliably	this	book	really	does	protect	one	from	death,	as	soon	as	the	scribe	has	written	those	three
words	you	may	kill	the	Bluejay.	If	he	can	be	killed,	that	is.	Well,	is	it	a	fair	offer?”

“What?	What	are	you	talking	about?”	Meggie’s	voice	was	shrill	with	fear,	but	Mo	quickly	put	his	hand
over	 her	 mouth.	 “Meggie,	 please!”	 he	 said,	 low-voiced.	 “Have	 you	 forgotten	 what	 you	 said	 about
Fenoglio’s	words?	Nothing	will	happen	to	me.	Do	you	hear	me?”

But	she	wouldn’t	listen.	She	sobbed	and	held	him	tightly	until	two	men-at-arms	roughly	dragged	her
away.

“Three	words!”	Firefox	was	advancing	on	him.	And	hadn’t	he	just	been	feeling	sorry	for	him?	You’re
a	fool,	Mortimer,	thought	Mo.

“Three	words!	Count	them	well,	Bluejay!”	said	Firefox,	raising	his	sword.	“On	four	I	shall	strike,	and
it	will	hurt,	I	promise	you,	even	if	it	may	not	kill	you.	I	know	what	I’m	talking	about.”

The	sword	blade	shone	like	ice	in	the	candlelight.	It	looked	long	enough	to	run	three	men	through	at
once,	and	here	and	there	Firefox’s	blood	still	clung	to	the	bright	metal	like	rust.

“Come	now,	Taddeo,”	said	the	Adderhead.	“You	remember	the	words	I	told	you?	Write	them	one	by
one,	but	don’t	say	them	aloud.	Just	count	them	for	us.”

The	Piper	opened	the	book	and	held	it	out	to	the	old	man.	With	trembling	fingers,	Taddeo	dipped	his
pen	in	the	jar	of	ink.	“One,”	he	whispered,	and	the	pen	scratched	over	the	parchment.

“Two.”
Firefox,	smiling,	set	the	point	of	the	sword	against	Mo’s	chest.
Taddeo	raised	his	head,	dipped	his	pen	in	the	ink	again,	and	looked	uncertainly	at	the	Adderhead.
“Have	you	forgotten	how	to	count,	old	man?”	he	asked.
Taddeo	just	shook	his	head	and	lowered	the	pen	to	the	paper	again.	“Three!”	he	whispered.
Mo	 heard	Meggie	 call	 his	 name	 and	 stared	 at	 the	 point	 of	 the	 sword.	Words,	 nothing	 but	 words

protected	him	from	that	sharp,	bright	blade…
In	Fenoglio’s	world,	words	were	enough.
Firefox’s	eyes	widened	 in	mingled	astonishment	and	horror.	Mo	saw	him	try	with	his	 last	breath	 to

thrust	 the	 sword	 into	 him,	 to	 take	 him	 to	wherever	 pen	 and	 ink	were	 sending	 him,	 too,	 but	 the	 sword
dropped	from	his	hands.	Firefox	collapsed	like	a	bundle	of	empty	clothes	and	fell	at	Mo’s	feet.

The	Piper	 stood	 there	 staring	down	at	 the	dead	man	 in	 silence,	while	Taddeo	 lowered	his	pen	and
retreated	 from	 the	book	 in	which	he	had	 just	 been	writing	 as	 if	 it	might	kill	 him	as	well,	with	 a	quiet
voice,	with	a	single	word.

“Take	 him	 away,”	 ordered	 the	 Adderhead.	 “Before	 the	White	Women	 come	 to	 fetch	 him	 from	my



castle.	Get	on	with	it!”
Three	men-at-arms	carried	Firefox	out.	The	foxtails	on	his	cloak	dragged	on	the	tiles	as	they	hauled

him	away,	and	Mo	stood	there	staring	at	the	sword	lying	at	his	feet.	He	felt	Meggie	put	her	arms	around
him.	Her	heart	was	beating	like	a	frightened	bird’s.

“Who	wants	 an	 immortal	 herald?”	 remarked	 the	Adderhead	 as	 the	 dead	 Firefox	was	 removed.	 “If
you’d	been	a	little	cleverer	you’d	have	seen	that	for	yourself.”	The	jewels	that	adorned	his	nostrils	looked
more	than	ever	like	drops	of	blood.

“Shall	I	remove	his	name,	Your	Grace?”	Taddeo’s	voice	was	so	hesitant	that	it	was	barely	audible.
“Of	course.	His	name	and	 the	 three	words,	you	understand.	And	do	a	 thorough	 job	of	 it.	 I	want	 the

pages	white	as	newly	fallen	snow	again.”
The	librarian	obediently	set	to	work.	The	scraping	sound	was	curiously	loud	in	the	empty	hall.	When

Taddeo	had	finished,	he	passed	the	flat	of	his	hand	over	the	parchment,	which	was	blank	again	now.	Then
the	Piper	took	the	book	from	his	hands	and	offered	it	to	the	Adderhead.

Mo	 saw	 the	man’s	 stout	 fingers	 shaking	 as	 they	dipped	 the	 pen	 in	 the	 ink.	And	before	 he	 began	 to
write,	the	Adderhead	looked	up	once	more.	“I	am	sure	you	weren’t	stupid	enough	to	bind	any	kind	of	extra
magic	into	this	book,	were	you,	Bluejay?”	he	asked	warily.	“There	are	ways	of	killing	a	man	-	and	not	just
a	man,	but	his	wife	and	daughter,	too	-	that	make	dying	a	very	long	and	very	painful	business.	It	can	take
days	-	many	days	and	many	nights.”

“Magic?	No,”	replied	Mo,	still	staring	at	the	sword	at	his	feet.	“I	don’t	know	anything	about	magic.
Let	me	say	it	again:	Bookbinding,	and	nothing	else,	is	my	trade.	And	all	I	know	about	it	has	gone	into	that
book.	No	more	and	no	less.”

“Very	well.”	The	Adderhead	dipped	the	pen	in	 the	 ink	again	-	and	stopped	once	more.	“White,”	he
murmured,	 staring	at	 the	blank	pages.	 “See	how	white	 they	are.	White	 as	 the	women	who	bring	death,
white	as	the	bones	the	Cold	Man	leaves	behind	when	he’s	had	his	fill	of	flesh	and	blood.”

Then	he	wrote.	Wrote	his	name	in	the	blank	book	and	closed	it.	“That’s	done!”	he	cried	triumphantly.
“That’s	done,	Taddeo!	Lock	him	in	the	book,	the	soul-swallower,	the	enemy	who	can’t	be	killed.	Now	he
can’t	kill	me,	either.	Now	we’re	equals.	Two	Cold	Men	ruling	the	world	together,	for	all	eternity.”

The	 librarian	 obeyed,	 but	 as	 he	was	 engaging	 the	 clasps	 he	 looked	 at	Mo.	Who	 are	 you?	 his	 eyes
seemed	to	ask.	What’s	your	part	in	this	game?	But	even	if	Mo	had	wanted	to,	he	couldn’t	have	given	him
the	answer.

The	Adderhead,	however,	seemed	to	think	he	knew	it.	“You	know,	I	like	you,	Bluejay,”	he	said,	never
taking	his	 lizardlike	gaze	off	Mo.	“Yes,	you’d	make	a	good	herald,	but	 that’s	not	 the	way	 the	parts	are
shared	out,	is	it?”

“No,	 indeed	 not,”	 said	Mo.	 But	 you	 don’t	 know	who	 shares	 them	 out,	 and	 I	 do,	 he	 added	 in	 his
thoughts.

The	Adderhead	nodded	to	the	men-at-arms.	“Let	him	go,”	he	ordered.	“And	the	girl,	and	anyone	else
he	wants	to	take.”

They	stepped	aside,	if	reluctantly.
“Come	on,	Mo!”	whispered	Meggie,	pressing	his	hand.
How	pale	she	was.	Pale	with	fear,	and	so	defenseless.	Mo	looked	past	the	men-at-arms	and	thought	of

the	walled	courtyard	waiting	for	them	out	there,	the	silver	vipers	staring	down,	the	openings	for	boiling
pitch	above	the	gate.	He	thought	of	the	crossbows	of	the	guards	on	the	battlements,	too,	the	spears	of	the
guards	at	the	gate	-	and	the	soldiers	who	had	pushed	Resa	down	in	the	dirt.	Without	a	word,	he	bent	down
and	picked	up	the	sword	that	had	fallen	from	Firefox’s	hand.

“Mo!”	Meggie	let	go	of	his	hand	and	looked	at	him	in	horror.	“What	are	you	doing?”
But	he	 just	pulled	her	close	 to	him	without	a	word,	while	 the	men-at-arms	all	drew	their	weapons.

Firefox’s	sword	weighed	heavy,	heavier	than	the	one	he	had	used	to	chase	Capricorn	out	of	his	house.



“Well,	fancy	that!”	said	the	Adderhead.	“You	don’t	seem	to	trust	my	word,	Bluejay!”
“Oh,	I	trust	it,”	said	Mo,	without	lowering	the	sword.	“But	everyone	here	except	me	has	a	weapon,	so

I	think	I’ll	keep	this	masterless	sword.	You	keep	the	book,	and	if	we’re	both	lucky	we’ll	never	see	each
other	again	after	this	morning.”

Even	the	Adderhead’s	 laughter	sounded	as	 if	 it	were	made	of	silver	-	dark,	 tarnished	silver.	“Well,
now,”	he	said.	“It’s	a	pleasure	to	play	games	with	you,	Bluejay.	You’re	a	good	opponent.	Which	is	why
I’ll	keep	my	word.	Let	him	go,”	he	told	the	men-at-arms	again.	“Tell	the	guards	at	the	gate	the	Adderhead
is	letting	the	Bluejay	go	because	he	need	never	fear	him	again.	For	the	Adderhead	is	immortal!”

The	words	echoed	in	Mo’s	ears	as	he	took	Meggie’s	hand.	Taddeo	was	still	holding	the	book,	holding
it	 as	 if	 it	might	bite	him.	Mo	 thought	he	could	 still	 feel	 its	paper	between	his	 fingers,	 the	wood	of	 the
boards,	the	leather	covering	it,	the	thread	stitching	the	pages.	Then	he	saw	Meggie’s	gaze.	She	was	staring
at	the	sword	in	his	hand	as	if	it	made	a	stranger	of	him.

“Come	on,”	he	said.	“Let’s	join	your	mother!”
“Yes,	go,	Bluejay,	 take	your	daughter	and	your	wife	and	all	 the	others,”	 the	Adderhead	called	after

them.	“Before	Mortola	reminds	me	how	stupid	it	is	to	let	you	go	free!”
Only	 two	men-at-arms	 followed	 them	 on	 their	 long	 journey	 through	 the	 castle.	 The	 courtyard	was

almost	empty	at	this	early	hour	of	the	morning.	The	sky	above	the	Castle	of	Night	was	gray,	and	fine	rain
was	falling	like	a	veil	before	the	face	of	the	dawning	day.	The	few	servants	already	at	work	retreated	in
alarm	from	the	sight	of	the	sword	in	Mo’s	hand,	and	the	men-at-arms	waved	them	aside	without	a	word.

The	 other	 prisoners	 were	 already	 waiting	 at	 the	 gate,	 a	 forlorn	 little	 troop	 guarded	 by	 a	 dozen
soldiers.	At	 first	Mo	 couldn’t	 see	Resa,	 but	 suddenly	 one	 figure	moved	 away	 from	 the	 others	 and	 ran
toward	him	and	Meggie.	No	one	stopped	her.	Perhaps	 the	soldiers	had	heard	of	Firefox’s	 fate.	Mo	felt
their	 eyes	on	him,	 full	of	horror	 and	 fear	 -	 the	man	who	bound	Death	between	white	pages	and	was	a
robber	 in	 the	 bargain!	Didn’t	 the	 sword	 in	 his	 hand	 prove	 that	 for	 all	 time?	He	 didn’t	 care	what	 they
thought.	Let	them	be	afraid	of	him.	He	had	felt	more	than	enough	fear	for	one	lifetime	in	all	those	days	and
nights	when	he	thought	he	had	lost	everything	-	his	wife,	his	daughter	-	and	there	was	nothing	left	for	him
but	a	lonely	death	in	this	world	made	of	words.

Resa	hugged	him	and	Meggie	in	turn,	she	almost	crushed	them,	and	his	face	was	wet	with	her	tears
when	she	let	go	of	him	again.

“Come	on,	let’s	go	through	the	gate,	Resa!”	he	urged	in	a	low	voice.	“Before	the	lord	of	this	castle
changes	his	mind!	We	all	have	a	great	deal	to	tell	one	another,	but	for	now	let’s	go!”

The	other	prisoners	joined	them	in	silence.	They	watched	incredulously	as	the	gate	opened	for	them,
as	its	ironbound	wings	swung	open	and	let	them	go	free.	Some	of	them	stumbled	over	their	own	feet	in
their	 haste	 as	 they	 crowded	out.	But	 still	 no	one	 from	 the	 castle	 followed	 them.	The	guards	 just	 stood
there,	swords	and	spears	in	their	hands,	staring	as	the	prisoners	stumbled	uncertainly	away,	their	legs	stiff
from	weeks	in	the	dungeons.	Only	one	man-at-arms	came	out	of	the	gate	with	them,	wordlessly	indicating
the	path	they	should	take.	Suppose	they	shoot	at	us	from	the	battlements?	Mo	thought,	when	he	saw	that
there	was	not	a	single	tree	or	bush	to	give	them	cover	as	they	followed	the	road	down	the	bare	slope.	He
felt	 like	 a	 fly	 on	 the	 wall	 ready	 to	 be	 swatted.	 But	 nothing	 happened.	 They	 walked	 through	 the	 gray
morning,	 through	 the	 rain	 now	 pouring	 down,	with	 the	 castle	 crouched	menacingly	 behind	 them	 like	 a
monster	-	and	nothing	happened.

“He’s	keeping	his	promise!”	Mo	heard	the	others	whispering	these	words	more	and	more	often.	“The
Adderhead	is	keeping	his	word.”	Resa	asked	anxiously	about	his	wound,	and	he	replied	quietly	that	he
was	 all	 right,	while	 he	waited	 to	 hear	 footsteps	 behind	 them,	 soldier’s	 footsteps.	 But	 all	 was	 still.	 It
seemed	as	if	they	had	been	going	down	the	bare	hillside	for	an	eternity	when	trees	suddenly	appeared	in
front	of	them.	The	shade	that	their	branches	cast	on	the	road	was	as	dark	as	if	night	itself	had	taken	refuge
under	them.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
71	Only	a	Dream

One	day	a	young	man	said,	“This	tale	about	everybody	having	to	die	doesn’t	sit	too	well	with	me.	I
will	go	in	search	of	the	land	where	one	never	dies.”

Italo	Calvino,	“The	Land	Where	One	Never	Dies,”
Italian	Folk	Tales
Dustfinger	was	 lying	among	 the	 trees,	drenched	 to	 the	skin	by	 the	 rain,	with	Farid	beside	him.	The

boy’s	black	hair	clung	to	his	forehead,	and	he	kept	shivering.	The	others	were	certainly	in	no	better	shape.
They	had	been	waiting	for	hours;	 they’d	taken	up	their	positions	before	sunrise,	and	it	had	been	raining
ever	since.	It	was	dark	under	the	trees,	as	dark	as	if	day	had	never	dawned.	And	quiet,	as	quiet	as	if	the
waiting	men	were	not	alone	in	holding	their	breath.	Only	the	noise	of	the	rain	splashed	and	dripped	onto
the	trees	and	branches,	falling	and	falling.	Farid	wiped	his	wet	nose	on	his	sleeve,	and	someone	sneezed
somewhere.	 Stupid	 fool,	 hold	 your	 nose,	 thought	 Dustfinger	 -	 then	 started	 when	 he	 heard	 something
rustling	on	the	other	side	of	the	road.	But	it	was	only	a	rabbit	scuttling	out	of	the	thickets.	It	stopped	in	the
middle	of	the	road,	sniffing	the	air,	ears	twitching,	eyes	wide	open.	It’s	probably	not	half	as	scared	as	I
am,	thought	Dustfinger,	wishing	himself	back	with	Roxane	in	the	dark	underground	galleries	of	the	mine.
They	smelled	like	a	crypt,	but	at	least	they	were	dry.

He	was	pushing	his	dripping	hair	back	 from	his	 forehead	 for	about	 the	hundredth	 time	when	Farid,
beside	 him,	 suddenly	 raised	 his	 head.	 The	 rabbit	 raced	 away	 among	 the	 trees,	 and	 footsteps	 sounded
through	the	rushing	of	the	rain.	Here	they	came	at	last,	a	forlorn	little	troop,	almost	as	wet	as	the	robbers
waiting	for	them.	Farid	was	going	to	jump	up,	but	Dustfinger	seized	him	and	pulled	him	roughly	back	to
his	side.	“Stay	where	you	are,	understand?”	he	hissed.	“I	didn’t	 leave	the	martens	with	Roxane	only	 to
have	to	catch	you	instead!”

Silvertongue	led	the	way,	with	Meggie	and	Resa	behind	him.	He	was	holding	a	sword	in	his	hand,	as
he	had	on	the	night	when	he	turned	Capricorn	and	Basta	out	of	his	house.	The	pregnant	woman	he	had	seen
in	 the	 dungeon	was	 stumbling	 down	 the	 road	 beside	Resa.	 She	 kept	 looking	 back,	 up	 to	 the	Castle	 of
Night,	which	still	 towered	menacing	and	huge	behind	them,	even	though	it	was	so	far	away	now.	There
were	 more	 prisoners	 than	 he	 had	 seen	 at	 the	 inn	 in	 the	 forest.	 Obviously,	 the	 Adderhead	 really	 had
emptied	his	dungeons.	Some	were	swaying	as	if	they	could	hardly	keep	on	their	feet,	others	blinking	as	if
even	the	dim	light	of	 this	dark	day	was	too	much	for	 their	eyes.	Silvertongue	seemed	to	be	all	 right,	 in
spite	of	his	bloodstained	shirt,	and	Resa	did	not	look	quite	as	pale	as	in	the	dungeon,	but	perhaps	that	was
just	his	imagination.

He	 had	 just	 seen	 the	 Barn	 Owl	 among	 the	 others	 -	 how	 old	 and	 fragile	 he	 looked!	 -	 when	 Farid
clutched	his	arm	in	sudden	fright	and	pointed	at	the	men	who	had	appeared	on	the	road.	They	emerged	so
soundlessly	 that	 they	 might	 have	 been	 growing	 out	 of	 the	 rain,	 more	 and	 more	 of	 them,	 and	 at	 first
Dustfinger	thought	the	Black	Prince	had	managed	to	get	reinforcements	after	all.	But	then	he	saw	Basta.

He	was	holding	a	sword	in	one	hand	and	a	knife	in	the	other,	and	bloodlust	was	written	all	over	his
scorched	 face.	None	 of	 the	men	with	 him	wore	 the	Adderhead’s	 coat	 of	 arms,	 but	 that	meant	 nothing.
Perhaps	Mortola	had	sent	them,	perhaps	the	Adderhead	wanted	to	be	able	to	protest	innocence	when	his
prisoners	were	found	dead	in	the	road.	There	were	a	great	many	men;	that	was	all	that	mattered.	Dozens
and	dozens	 of	 them.	Far	more	 than	 the	 robbers	 lying	 in	wait	 in	 the	 trees	with	 the	Black	Prince.	Basta
raised	a	hand,	smiling,	and	they	advanced	down	the	road	with	drawn	swords,	going	at	a	comfortable	pace



as	if	they	wanted	to	enjoy	the	fear	on	the	prisoners’	faces	for	a	while	before	they	struck.
The	Black	Prince	was	the	first	to	leap	out	of	the	trees,	with	the	bear	at	his	side.	The	two	of	them	took

up	their	position	in	the	road	as	if	they	alone	could	stop	the	slaughter.	But	his	men	were	quick	to	follow,
silently	forming	a	wall	of	bodies	between	the	prisoners	and	the	men	who	had	come	to	kill	them.	Cursing
quietly,	Dustfinger	rose	to	his	feet,	too.	This	was	going	to	be	a	day	of	bloodshed.	The	rain	wouldn’t	fall
fast	enough	to	wash	all	the	blood	away,	and	he	would	have	to	provoke	the	fire	to	great	anger,	for	it	didn’t
like	rain.	Damp	made	it	sleepy	-	and	it	would	have	to	bite	hard,	very	hard.

“Farid!”	He	breathed	the	boy’s	name	and	was	just	in	time	to	haul	him	back	by	the	arm.	He	wanted	to
go	to	Meggie,	of	course,	but	he	would	have	to	take	fire	with	him.	They	would	need	to	make	a	circle	of	it	-
a	ring	of	flames	around	those	who	had	nothing	but	their	hands	against	all	those	swords.	He	picked	up	a
strong	branch,	enticed	fire	from	its	damp	bark	-	hissing,	steaming	fire	-	and	threw	the	burning	wood	to	the
boy.	The	barrier	of	human	flesh	wouldn’t	hold	for	long;	it	was	fire	that	must	save	them.

Basta’s	voice	came	through	the	gloom,	derisive,	bloodthirsty,	while	Farid	made	sparks	rain	down	on
the	ground.	He	scattered	them	over	the	wet	earth	like	a	farmer	sowing	his	seed,	while	Dustfinger	followed
him	and	made	 them	grow.	The	 flames	were	 flaring	up	as	Basta’s	men	attacked.	Sword	clashed	against
sword,	screams	filled	the	air,	bodies	collided	as	Dustfinger	and	Farid	lured	fire	into	being	and	nursed	it
until	 it	 almost	 surrounded	 the	 company	of	 prisoners.	Dustfinger	 left	 only	 a	 narrow	path	 free,	 a	way	of
escape	into	the	forest	in	case	the	flames	stopped	obeying	even	him	and	their	anger	finally	made	them	bite
everyone,	friend	and	foe	alike.

He	saw	Resa’s	face	and	the	fear	in	it,	he	saw	Farid	leap	over	the	flames	to	join	the	freed	prisoners,	in
line	with	 their	plan.	A	good	 thing	Meggie	was	 there,	or	very	 likely	Farid	would	not	have	 left	his	side.
Dustfinger	himself	still	stood	outside	the	fire.	He	drew	his	knife	-	it	was	always	better	to	have	a	knife	in
your	hand	when	Basta	was	around	-	and	whispered	to	the	fire,	insistently,	almost	lovingly,	to	keep	it	from
doing	what	it	wanted	and	becoming	an	enemy	instead	of	a	friend.	As	the	robbers	were	forced	farther	and
farther	 back,	 they	 came	 closer	 and	 closer	 to	 the	 troop	 of	 freed	 prisoners.	 Among	 them	 all,	 only
Silvertongue	had	a	weapon.

Three	of	Basta’s	men	were	attacking	the	Prince,	but	the	bear	was	protecting	his	master	with	teeth	and
claws.	Dustfinger	felt	almost	sick	at	the	sight	of	the	wounds	those	black	paws	inflicted.	The	fire	crackled
at	 him,	wanted	 to	 play,	wanted	 to	 dance,	 didn’t	 understand	 anything	 about	 the	 fear	 all	 around,	 neither
smelled	nor	tasted	it.	Dustfinger	heard	cries,	one	as	clear	as	a	boy’s	voice.	He	pushed	his	way	through	the
fighting	bodies	-	and	picked	up	a	sword	lying	in	the	mud.	Where	was	Farid?

There,	thrusting	about	him	with	his	knife,	swift	as	an	adder	striking.	Dustfinger	seized	his	arm,	hissing
at	the	flames	to	let	them	pass,	and	dragged	him	away.	“Damn	it	all!	I	ought	to	have	left	you	with	Roxane,”
he	shouted	as	he	pushed	Farid	through	the	fire.	“Didn’t	I	 tell	you	to	stay	with	Meggie?”	He	could	have
wrung	the	boy’s	thin	neck,	but	he	was	so	relieved	to	see	him	uninjured.

Meggie	 ran	 to	Farid	and	 took	his	hand.	They	 stood	 there	 side	by	 side,	 staring	at	 the	blood	and	 the
turmoil,	but	Dustfinger	tried	to	hear	nothing,	see	nothing.	The	fire	alone	was	his	concern.	The	rest	was	up
to	the	Prince.

Silvertongue	 was	 striking	 out	 well	 with	 his	 sword,	 far	 better	 than	 Dustfinger	 himself	 could	 have
managed,	but	his	face	looked	exhausted	and	wet	with	rain.	Dustfinger	glanced	at	Resa.	She	was	standing
beside	Meggie,	and	she	was	still	unhurt.	For	now.	The	damned	rain	was	running	down	his	face	and	the
back	of	his	neck,	drowning	out	his	voice	with	its	rushing.	The	water	was	singing	a	lullaby	to	the	flames,
an	ancient	lullaby,	and	Dustfinger	raised	his	voice,	called	louder	and	louder	to	wake	it	again,	to	make	it
roar	and	bite.	He	went	very	near	the	ring	of	fire,	saw	the	fighting	men	come	closer	and	closer.	Some	were
already	almost	stumbling	into	the	flames.

Farid,	too,	had	seen	what	the	rain	was	doing.	He	ran	nimbly	to	where	the	flames	were	dying	down,
and	Meggie	ran	after	him.	A	man	fell	dead	in	the	ring	of	fire	where	the	boy	was	standing,	extinguishing	the



flames	there	with	his	lifeless	body,	and	a	second	man	stumbled	over	him.	Cursing,	Dustfinger	made	for	the
deadly	breach	in	the	ring,	called	Silvertongue	to	help	-	and	saw	Basta	appear	among	the	flames.	Basta,
with	his	face	singed	and	hatred	in	his	eyes	-	hatred	and	fear	of	the	fire.	Which	would	prove	stronger?	He
was	staring	 through	 the	 flames,	blinking	at	 the	smoke,	as	 if	 in	search	of	one	particular	 face;	Dustfinger
could	well	 imagine	whose.	Instinctively,	he	 took	a	step	back.	Another	man	fell	dead	in	 the	flames;	 two
more,	swords	drawn,	leaped	over	his	body	and	attacked	the	prisoners.	Screams	rang	in	Dustfinger’s	ears.
He	saw	Silvertongue	place	himself	 in	 front	of	Resa,	while	Basta	 set	a	 foot	on	 the	dead	men	as	 if	 they
were	a	bridge.	More	flames	were	needed.	Dustfinger	was	making	for	 the	fire,	so	that	 it	could	hear	him
better	at	close	quarters,	but	someone	seized	his	arm	and	swung	him	around.	Twofingers.

“They’ll	kill	us!”	he	stammered,	his	eyes	wide	with	fear.	“They	were	going	to	kill	us	all	along!	And	if
they	don’t	get	us,	the	flames	will	burn	us	alive!”

“Let	me	go!”	Dustfinger	shouted	at	him.	The	smoke	was	stinging	his	eyes	and	making	him	cough.
Basta.	He	was	staring	at	him	through	the	smoke	as	if	an	invisible	bond	united	them.	The	flames	licked

up	at	him	in	vain,	and	he	raised	his	knife.	Who	was	he	aiming	at?	And	why	was	he	smiling	like	that?
The	boy.
Dustfinger	 pushed	 the	 two-fingered	man	 aside.	 He	 shouted	 Farid’s	 name,	 but	 the	 noise	 all	 around

drowned	out	his	voice.	The	boy	was	still	holding	Meggie’s	hand	with	one	of	his	own,	while	his	other	held
the	knife,	the	knife	that	Dustfinger	had	given	him	in	another	life,	in	another	story.

“Farid!”	The	boy	did	not	hear	him	-	and	Basta	threw.
Dustfinger	saw	the	knife	go	into	that	thin	back.	He	caught	the	boy	before	he	fell	to	the	ground,	but	he

was	already	dead.	And	there	stood	Basta	with	his	foot	on	another	dead	body,	smiling.	Why	not?	He	had
hit	his	target,	and	it	was	the	target	he	had	been	aiming	for	all	along:	Dustfinger’s	heart,	his	stupid	heart.	It
broke	in	two	as	he	held	Farid	in	his	arms,	it	simply	broke	in	two,	although	he	had	taken	such	good	care	of
it	all	these	years.	He	saw	Meggie’s	face,	heard	her	sobbing	Farid’s	name,	and	put	the	boy’s	body	into	her
arms.	His	legs	were	trembling	so	much	that	he	had	difficulty	straightening	up.	Everything	about	him	was
trembling,	even	the	hand	holding	the	knife	that	he	had	pulled	out	of	the	boy’s	back.	He	wanted	to	get	at
Basta,	through	the	fire	and	the	fighting	men,	but	Silvertongue	was	faster.	Silvertongue,	who	had	plucked
Farid	from	his	own	story	and	whose	daughter	sat	there	weeping	as	if	her	own	heart	had	had	a	knife	driven
into	it,	like	the	boy…

Mo	 ignored	 the	 flames	moving	 toward	him.	He	 thrust	 his	 sword	 through	Basta’s	 body	 as	 if	 he	had
never	done	anything	else	in	his	life,	as	if	from	now	on	his	trade	was	killing.	Basta	died	with	an	expression
of	surprise	still	on	his	face.	He	fell	 into	 the	fire,	and	Dustfinger	stumbled	back	to	Farid,	who	was	still
held	in	Meggie’s	arms.

What	had	he	expected	-	that	the	boy	would	come	back	to	life	just	because	his	killer	was	dead?	No,	the
black	eyes	were	still	empty,	empty	as	a	deserted	house.	There	was	none	of	the	joy	in	them	now	that	had
always	 been	 so	 difficult	 to	 banish.	 And	 Dustfinger	 kneeled	 there	 on	 the	 trodden	 earth,	 while	 Resa
comforted	her	weeping	daughter,	and	men	were	fighting,	killing,	and	being	killed	around	them,	and	he	no
longer	had	any	 idea	what	he	was	doing	here,	what	was	going	on,	why	he	had	ever	come	beneath	 these
trees,	the	same	trees	that	he	had	seen	in	his	dream.

In	the	worst	of	all	dreams.
And	now	it	had	come	true.



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
72	An	Exchange

The	blue	of	my	eyes	was	extinguished	tonight	The	red	gold	of	my	heart
Georg	Trakl,	“By	Night,”	Poems
They	almost	all	escaped.	The	fire	saved	them,	the	fury	of	the	bear,	the	Black	Prince’s	men	-	and	Mo,

who	practiced	killing	that	gray	morning	as	if	he	meant	to	become	a	master	of	the	craft.	Basta	was	left	dead
under	 the	 trees,	 along	with	 Slasher	 and	 so	many	 of	 their	men	 that	 the	 ground	was	 covered	with	 their
corpses	as	if	with	dead	leaves.	Two	of	the	strolling	players	had	been	killed,	too	-	and	Farid.

Farid.
Dustfinger	himself	was	pale	as	death	when	he	carried	him	back	to	the	mine.	Meggie	walked	beside

him	all	the	long,	dark	way.	She	held	Farid’s	hand,	as	if	that	could	help,	feeling	as	sore	inside	herself	as	if
it	would	never	get	better.

She	was	the	only	one	whom	Dustfinger	did	not	send	away	when	he	had	laid	Farid	down	on	his	cloak
in	the	most	remote	of	the	galleries.	No	one	dared	approach	him	as	he	bent	over	the	dead	boy	and	wiped
the	soot	from	his	brow.	Roxane	did	try	to	talk	to	him,	but	when	she	saw	the	expression	on	his	face	she	left
him	alone.	He	allowed	only	Meggie	to	sit	beside	Farid,	as	if	he	had	seen	his	own	pain	in	her	eyes.	So	they
both	sat	with	him	in	the	depths	of	Mount	Adder,	as	if	they	had	come	to	the	end	of	all	stories.	Without	a
single	word	still	left	to	say.

Perhaps	night	had	fallen	outside	by	the	time	Meggie	heard	Dustfinger’s	voice.	It	came	to	her	as	if	from
far	away,	through	the	fog	of	pain	that	enveloped	her	as	if	she	would	never	find	her	way	out.

“You’d	like	him	back,	too,	wouldn’t	you?”
It	 was	 difficult	 for	 her	 to	 turn	 her	 eyes	 away	 from	 Farid’s	 face.	 “He’ll	 never	 come	 back,”	 she

whispered,	and	 looked	at	Dustfinger.	She	didn’t	have	 the	 strength	 to	 speak	any	 louder.	All	her	 strength
was	gone,	as	if	Farid	had	taken	it	away	with	him.	He	had	taken	everything	away	with	him.

“There’s	a	story.”	Dustfinger	looked	at	his	hands,	as	if	what	he	was	talking	about	was	written	there.
“A	story	about	the	White	Women.”

“What	kind	of	story?”	Meggie	didn’t	want	to	hear	any	more	stories	ever	again.	This	one	had	broken
her	heart	for	all	time.	Nonetheless,	there	was	something	in	Dustfinger’s	voice…

He	bent	over	Farid	and	wiped	some	soot	from	his	cold	forehead.	“Roxane	knows	it,”	he	said.	“She’ll
tell	 it	 to	you.	Just	go	to	her	and…and	tell	her	I’ve	had	to	go	away.	Tell	her	I’m	going	to	find	out	 if	 the
story	is	true.”	He	spoke	with	a	strange	kind	of	hesitation,	as	if	it	were	infinitely	difficult	to	find	the	right
words.	“And	remind	her	of	my	promise	-	that	I’ll	always	find	a	way	back	to	her,	wherever	I	am.	Will	you
tell	her	that?”

What	 was	 he	 talking	 about?	 “Find	 out?”	 Meggie’s	 voice	 was	 husky	 with	 tears.	 “Find	 out	 what
exactly?”

“Oh,	people	say	this	and	that	about	the	White	Women.	Much	of	it’s	just	superstition,	but	there’s	sure	to
be	some	truth	in	it	somewhere.	Stories	are	always	like	that,	aren’t	they?	No	doubt	Fenoglio	could	tell	me
more,	but	to	be	honest	I	don’t	want	to	ask	him.	I’d	rather	ask	them	in	person.”

Dustfinger	straightened	up.	He	stood	there	looking	around	him,	as	if	he	had	forgotten	where	he	really
was.

The	White	Women.	“They’ll	be	coming	soon,	won’t	they?”	Meggie	asked	him	anxiously.	“Coming	for
Farid.”



But	Dustfinger	shook	his	head,	and	for	the	first	time	since	Farid’s	death	he	smiled,	that	strangely	sad
smile	 that	Meggie	had	never	seen	on	any	face	but	his,	and	that	she	had	never	entirely	understood.	“No,
why	should	they?	They’re	sure	of	him	already.	They	come	only	if	you’re	still	clinging	to	life,	if	they	have
to	lure	you	to	them	with	a	look	or	a	whispered	word.	Everything	else	is	superstition.	They	come	while
you’re	 still	 breathing,	 but	 very	 close	 to	 death.	 They	 come	when	 your	 heart	 is	 beating	more	 and	more
faintly,	when	they	can	smell	fear,	or	blood,	as	in	your	father’s	case.	If	you	die	as	quickly	as	Farid	you	go
to	them	entirely	of	your	own	accord.”

Meggie	caressed	Farid’s	fingers.	They	were	colder	than	the	stone	where	she	was	sitting.	“Then	I	don’t
understand,”	she	whispered.	“If	they	aren’t	coming	at	all,	how	will	you	ask	them	anything?”

“I	shall	summon	them,”	replied	Dustfinger.	“But	you	had	better	not	be	here	when	I	do	it,	so	will	you
go	to	Roxane	and	tell	her	what	I	have	said	to	you?”

She	was	going	to	ask	more	questions,	but	he	put	a	finger	on	his	lips.	“Please,	Meggie!”	he	said.	He
didn’t	often	call	her	by	her	name.	“Tell	Roxane	what	I	have	told	you	-	and	say…say	I’m	sorry.	Now,	off
you	go.”

Meggie	sensed	that	he	was	afraid,	but	she	did	not	ask	him	what	of,	because	her	heart	was	asking	other
questions.	How	could	it	be	true	that	Farid	was	dead,	and	how	would	it	feel	to	have	him	dead	in	her	heart
forever?	She	caressed	his	still	face	one	last	time	before	she	got	to	her	feet.	When	she	looked	back	once
more	at	the	entrance	to	the	gallery,	Dustfinger	was	looking	down	at	Farid.	And,	for	the	first	time	since	she
had	known	him,	his	face	showed	all	that	he	usually	hid:	affection,	love	-	and	pain.

Meggie	knew	where	to	look	for	Roxane,	but	she	lost	her	way	twice	in	the	dark	galleries	before	she
finally	found	her.	Roxane	was	tending	the	injured	women,	while	the	Barn	Owl	was	looking	after	the	men.
Many	of	them	had	been	hurt,	and	although	the	fire	had	saved	their	lives	it	had	burned	many	of	them	badly.
Mo	was	nowhere	to	be	seen,	and	nor	was	the	Prince;	they	were	probably	on	guard	at	the	entrance	to	the
mine,	but	Resa	was	with	Roxane.	She	was	just	bandaging	an	arm	that	had	suffered	burns,	and	Roxane	was
treating	 a	 cut	 on	 an	 old	woman’s	 forehead	with	 the	 same	 ointment	 she	 had	 once	 used	 on	Dustfinger’s
wounds.	Its	springlike	fragrance	did	not	suit	this	place.

When	Meggie	came	out	of	the	dark	passage,	Roxane	raised	her	head.	Perhaps	she	had	been	hoping	it
was	Dustfinger’s	footsteps	 that	she	had	heard.	Meggie	 leaned	back	against	 the	cold	wall	of	 the	gallery.
This	is	all	a	dream,	she	thought,	a	terrible,	terrible	dream.	She	felt	dizzy	with	weeping.

“What’s	that	story?”	she	asked	Roxane.	“A	story	about	the	White	Women	…	Dustfinger	says	you’re	to
tell	me.	And	he	says	he	has	to	go	away	because	he	wants	to	find	out	if	it’s	true.”

“Go	away?”	Roxane	put	down	the	ointment.	“What	are	you	talking	about?”
Meggie	wiped	her	eyes,	but	there	were	no	tears	left	in	them.	She	supposed	she	had	used	them	all	up.

Where	did	so	many	tears	come	from?	“He	says	he’s	going	to	summon	them,”	she	murmured.	“And	he	says
you’re	to	remember	his	promise.	That	he’ll	always	come	back,	he’ll	find	a	way	wherever	he	is…”	The
words	still	made	no	sense	to	her	when	she	repeated	them.	But	they	obviously	meant	something	to	Roxane.

She	straightened	up,	and	so	did	Resa.
“What	 are	 you	 talking	 about,	 Meggie?”	 asked	 her	 mother,	 with	 concern	 in	 her	 voice.	 “Where’s

Dustfinger?”
“With	Farid.	He’s	still	with	Farid.”	It	hurt	so	much	to	speak	his	name.	Resa	took	her	in	her	arms.	But

Roxane	 just	 stood	 there,	 staring	 at	 the	 dark	 gallery	 from	which	Meggie	 had	 come.	 Then	 she	 suddenly
pushed	Meggie	aside,	made	her	way	past	her,	and	disappeared	into	the	darkness.	Resa	hurried	after	her,
without	letting	go	of	Meggie’s	hand.	Roxane	was	only	a	little	way	ahead	of	them.	She	trod	on	the	hem	of
her	dress,	fell	over,	picked	herself	up	again,	and	ran	on.	Faster	and	faster.	But	still	she	came	too	late.

Resa	 almost	 stumbled	 into	 Roxane,	 for	 she	 was	 standing	 rooted	 to	 the	 spot	 at	 the	 entrance	 of	 the
gallery	where	Farid	lay.	Roxane’s	name	burned	on	the	wall	in	fiery	letters,	and	the	White	Women	were
still	 there.	 They	withdrew	 their	 pale	 hands	 from	Dustfinger’s	 breast	 as	 if	 they	 had	 torn	 out	 his	 heart.



Perhaps	Roxane	was	the	last	thing	he	saw.	Perhaps	he	just	had	time	to	see	Farid	move	before	he	himself
collapsed	without	a	sound,	as	the	White	Women	vanished.

Yes,	Farid	was	moving	 -	 like	 someone	who	has	 slept	 too	 long	and	 too	deeply.	He	 sat	up,	his	gaze
blurred,	with	no	idea	who	was	suddenly	lying	there	motionless	behind	him.	Even	when	Roxane	made	her
way	past	him	he	did	not	turn.	He	stared	into	space,	as	if	there	were	pictures	in	front	of	him	that	no	one
else	could	see.

Hesitantly,	 as	 if	he	were	a	 stranger,	Meggie	went	 to	him.	She	didn’t	know	what	 to	 feel.	She	didn’t
know	what	to	think.

But	Roxane	stood	beside	Dustfinger,	her	hand	pressed	firmly	to	her	mouth,	as	if	she	had	to	hold	back
her	pain.	Her	name	was	still	burning	on	the	wall	of	the	gallery	as	if	it	had	stood	there	forever,	but	she	took
no	notice	of	the	letters	of	fire.	Without	a	word	she	sank	to	her	knees	and	took	Dustfinger’s	head	on	her	lap,
as	carefully	as	if	she	feared	to	break	what	was	already	broken,	and	she	bent	over	him	until	her	black	hair
surrounded	his	face	like	a	veil.

Resa	began	to	weep.	But	Farid	still	sat	there	as	if	numbed.	Only	when	Meggie	was	right	in	front	of
him	did	he	seem	to	notice	her.

“Meggie?”	he	murmured,	his	tongue	heavy.
It	couldn’t	be	true.	He	was	really	back.
Farid.	Suddenly,	his	name	did	not	taste	of	pain.	He	put	his	hand	out	to	her	and	she	took	it,	quickly,	as	if

she	had	to	hold	on	tight	to	prevent	him	from	going	away	again,	so	far	away.	Was	Dustfinger	in	that	place
now?	How	warm	Farid’s	face	felt	again.	Her	fingers	couldn’t	believe	it.	She	kneeled	beside	him	and	put
her	arms	around	him,	much	too	tight,	felt	his	heart	beating	against	her,	beating	strongly.

“Meggie!”	He	 looked	 as	 relieved	 as	 if	 he	 had	woken	 from	 a	 bad	 dream.	There	was	 even	 a	 smile
stealing	over	his	lips.	But	then	Roxane,	behind	them,	began	sobbing	very	quietly,	so	quietly	that	you	could
hardly	hear	it	through	her	curtain	of	hair	-	and	Farid	turned	around.

For	a	moment	he	seemed	unable	to	take	in	what	he	saw.
Then	he	tore	himself	away	from	Meggie,	stood	up,	stumbled	over	the	cloak	as	if	his	legs	were	still	too

weak	for	him	to	walk.	He	crawled	over	to	Dustfinger’s	side	on	his	knees	and	touched	the	still	face	with
incredulous	horror.

“What	happened?”	He	was	shouting	at	Roxane	as	if	she	were	the	cause	of	all	misfortune.	“What	have
you	done?	What	did	you	do	to	him?”

Meggie	kneeled	down	beside	him,	trying	to	soothe	him,	but	he	wouldn’t	let	her.	He	pushed	her	hands
away	and	bent	over	Dustfinger	again,	putting	his	ear	to	his	chest,	listening	-	and	sobbing	as	he	pressed	his
face	to	the	place	where	no	heart	beat	anymore.

The	Black	Prince	entered	the	gallery.	Mo	was	with	him,	and	more	and	more	faces	appeared	behind
them.

“Go	away!”	Farid	shouted	at	them.	“Go	away,	all	of	you!	What	have	you	done	to	him?	Why	isn’t	he
breathing?	There’s	no	blood	anywhere,	no	blood	at	all.”

“No	one	did	 anything	 to	 him,	Farid!”	whispered	Meggie.	You’d	 like	 him	back,	 too,	wouldn’t	 you?
Meggie	heard	Dustfinger	saying.	She	kept	hearing	the	words	in	her	head,	over	and	over	again.	“It	was	the
White	Women.	We	saw	them.	He	summoned	them	himself.”

“You’re	lying!”	Farid	was	almost	shouting	at	her.	“Why	would	he	do	a	thing	like	that?”
But	Roxane	ran	her	finger	over	Dustfinger’s	scars,	fine,	pale	lines,	as	fine	as	if	a	glass	man’s	pen,	and

not	 a	 knife,	 had	 drawn	 them.	 “There’s	 a	 story	 that	 the	 strolling	 players	 tell	 their	 children,”	 she	 said,
without	looking	at	any	of	them.	“About	a	fire-eater	whose	son	the	White	Women	took.	In	his	despair	he
remembered	something	that	was	said	about	them:	They	fear	fire,	yet	long	for	its	warmth.	So	he	decided	to
summon	them	by	his	art	and	ask	them	to	give	him	back	his	son.	It	worked.	He	summoned	them	with	fire,	he
made	 it	 dance	 and	 sing	 for	 them,	 and	 they	did	not	deliver	his	 son	 to	death	but	 gave	him	back	his	 life.



However,	 they	took	the	fire-eater	with	them,	and	he	never	came	back.	The	story	says	he	must	 live	with
them	forever,	until	the	end	of	time,	and	make	fire	dance	for	them.”	Roxane	picked	up	Dustfinger’s	lifeless
hand	and	kissed	the	soot-blackened	fingertips.	“It’s	only	a	story,”	she	went	on.	“But	he	loved	to	hear	it.
He	always	said	it	was	so	beautiful	that	there	must	be	a	grain	of	truth	in	it.	Whether	that’s	so	or	not	-	he’s
made	it	come	true	himself	now,	and	he’ll	never	return.	In	spite	of	his	promise.	Not	this	time.”

Farid	stared	at	her	in	horror.	Watching	his	face,	Meggie	saw	memory	return:	 the	memory	of	Basta’s
knife.	He	reached	around	to	his	back,	and	when	he	withdrew	his	hand	his	own	blood	was	sticking	to	his
fingers.	His	tunic	was	still	damp	with	it.

“You	were	dead,	Farid!”	Meggie	whispered.	“And	Dustfinger	brought	you	back.”	She	closed	her	eyes
so	as	not	to	see	that	motionless	figure	anymore.	She	wanted	to	see	other	pictures:	Dustfinger	breathing	fire
for	 her	 in	 Elinor’s	 garden,	 or	 guiding	 her	 and	 Mo	 through	 the	 hills	 away	 from	 Capricorn’s	 dreadful
village,	and	his	happiness	when	she	first	saw	him	in	his	own	world.	He	had	both	betrayed	and	rescued
her	-	and	now	he	had	given	her	Farid	back.	Tears	were	running	down	her	face,	and	she	hardly	noticed
when	her	mother	kneeled	down	beside	her.

It	was	a	long	night.
Roxane	 and	 the	 Prince	 kept	watch	 by	Dustfinger’s	 side,	 but	 Farid	 had	 climbed	 out	 of	 the	mine	 to

where	the	moon	was	showing	through	black	clouds,	and	mist	rose	from	the	ground	that	was	wet	with	rain.
He	had	pushed	aside	the	guards	who	tried	to	stop	him	and	thrown	himself	down	on	the	moss.	He	lay	there
now	under	Mortola’s	venomous	trees,	sobbing	-	while	the	two	martens	scuffled	in	the	darkness	as	if	they
still	had	a	master	to	quarrel	over.

Of	course	Meggie	went	to	him,	but	Farid	sent	her	away,	so	she	set	off	to	find	Mo.	Resa	was	asleep
beside	him,	her	face	wet	with	tears,	but	Mo	was	awake.	He	sat	 there	with	his	arm	around	her	sleeping
mother	and	looked	into	the	darkness	as	if	a	story	was	written	there	-	a	story	that	he	didn’t	yet	understand.
For	the	first	 time,	Meggie	couldn’t	read	in	his	face	what	he	was	thinking.	There	was	something	strange
and	closed	in	it,	hard	as	the	scab	over	a	wound,	but	when	he	noticed	her	inquiring	look	he	smiled	at	her,
and	all	the	strangeness	was	gone.

“Come	here,”	he	said	softly,	and	she	sat	down	beside	him	and	pressed	her	face	into	his	shoulder.	“I
want	to	go	home,	Mo!”	she	whispered.

“No,	you	don’t,”	he	whispered	back,	and	she	sobbed	into	his	shirt,	as	she	had	done	so	often	when	she
was	a	little	girl.	She	had	been	able	to	unload	all	her	grief	onto	him,	however	heavily	it	weighed.	Mo	had
brushed	it	away	simply	by	stroking	her	hair,	putting	his	hand	on	her	brow,	and	whispering	her	name,	and
that	was	what	he	did	now	in	this	sad	place,	on	this	sad	night.	He	couldn’t	 take	away	all	 the	pain,	 there
was	too	much	of	it,	but	he	could	help	just	by	holding	her	close.	No	one	could	do	it	better.	Not	Resa.	Not
even	Farid.

Yes,	 it	was	a	 long	night,	as	 long	as	a	 thousand	nights,	darker	than	any	that	Meggie	had	ever	known.
And	she	didn’t	know	how	long	she	had	been	sleeping	beside	Mo	when	Farid	was	suddenly	shaking	her
awake.	He	led	her	off	with	him,	away	from	her	sleeping	parents,	 into	a	dark	corner	 that	smelled	of	 the
Prince’s	bear.

“Meggie,”	he	whispered,	taking	her	hand	between	his	and	pressing	it	so	hard	that	it	hurt.	“I	know	how
we	 can	make	 everything	 right	 again.	 You	 go	 to	 Fenoglio!	 Tell	 him	 to	 write	 something	 that	 will	 bring
Dustfinger	back	to	life!	He’ll	listen	to	you!”

Of	course.	She	might	have	known	he	would	think	up	this	 idea.	He	was	looking	at	her	so	pleadingly
that	it	hurt,	but	she	shook	her	head.

“No,	Farid.	Dustfinger	is	dead.	Fenoglio	can’t	do	anything	for	him.	And	even	if	he	could	-	haven’t	you
heard	 what	 he	 keeps	 muttering	 to	 himself?	 He	 says	 he’ll	 never	 write	 another	 word,	 not	 after	 what
happened	to	Cosimo.”

Fenoglio	had	indeed	changed.	Meggie	had	hardly	recognized	him	when	she	saw	him	again.	Once,	his



eyes	 had	 always	 reminded	 her	 of	 a	 little	 boy’s.	 Now	 they	 were	 an	 old	 man’s	 eyes.	 His	 gaze	 was
suspicious,	uncertain,	as	if	he	didn’t	trust	the	ground	under	his	feet	anymore,	and	since	Cosimo’s	death	he
cared	nothing	for	shaving	himself,	combing	his	hair,	or	washing.	He	had	asked	only	about	the	book	that
Mo	had	bound.	But	not	even	Meggie’s	assurance	that	its	blank	pages	did	indeed	ward	off	death	had	wiped
the	bitterness	from	his	face.	“Oh,	wonderful!”	he	had	muttered.	“The	Adderhead’s	immortal	and	Cosimo’s
dead	as	a	doornail.	Nothing	goes	right	with	this	story	anymore.”	And	he	had	gone	off	again,	far	from	all
the	others.	No,	Fenoglio	wouldn’t	help	anyone	anymore,	not	even	himself.	All	the	same,	when	Farid	set
off	in	search	of	him,	Meggie	went,	too.

Fenoglio	was	spending	most	of	his	time	these	days	in	one	of	the	deepest	galleries	of	the	mine,	a	place
almost	 entirely	 filled	 with	 rubble,	 to	 which	 no	 one	 else	 climbed	 down.	 He	 was	 asleep	 when	 they
clambered	down	 the	 steep	 ladder,	 the	 fur	 that	 the	 robbers	had	given	him	drawn	up	 to	his	 chin,	his	old
forehead	wrinkled	as	if	he	were	thinking	hard	even	in	his	dreams.

“Fenoglio!”	Farid	roughly	shook	him	awake.
The	old	man	turned	over	on	his	back	with	a	grunt	that	would	have	done	the	Prince’s	bear	credit.	Then

he	opened	his	eyes	and	stared	at	Farid	as	if	seeing	his	dark	face	for	the	very	first	time.	“Oh,	it’s	you!”	he
growled,	dazed	with	sleep,	and	propped	himself	on	his	elbows.	“The	boy	who	came	back	from	the	dead.
Something	else	that	I	never	wrote!	What	do	you	want?	Do	you	know	I	was	just	having	my	first	good	dream
for	days?”

“You	must	write	us	something!”
“Write	 something?	 I’m	never	 going	 to	write	 again.	Haven’t	we	 seen	what	 comes	 of	 it?	 I	 have	 this

fabulous	idea	about	the	book	of	immortality	that	will	set	the	good	characters	free	and	bring	the	Adderhead
to	his	death	in	the	most	subtle	way.	And	what	happens?	The	Adder	is	immortal	now,	and	the	forest	is	full
of	corpses	again!	Robbers,	strolling	players,	the	two-fingered	man	-	dead!	Why	do	I	keep	making	them	up
if	this	story	is	only	going	to	kill	them?	Oh,	this	thrice-accursed	story!	It’s	in	love	with	Death!”

“But	you	must	bring	him	back!”	Farid’s	lips	were	trembling.	“You	made	the	Adderhead	immortal,	so
why	not	him?”

“You’re	 talking	about	Dustfinger,	aren’t	you?”	Fenoglio	sat	up	and	rubbed	his	face,	sighing	heavily.
“Yes,	 he’s	 dead	 now,	 too,	 dead	 as	 a	 doornail,	 but	 I’d	 planned	 that	 a	 long	 way	 back,	 as	 you	 perhaps
remember.	Be	that	as	it	may,	Dustfinger	is	dead,	you	were	dead…Minerva’s	husband,	Cosimo,	the	boys
who	rode	with	him,	they’re	all	dead!	Can’t	this	story	think	of	anything	else?	I’ll	 tell	you	something,	my
boy.	I’m	not	its	author	anymore.	No,	the	author	is	Death,	the	Grim	Reaper,	the	Cold	Man,	call	him	what
you	like.	It’s	his	dance,	and	never	mind	what	I	write	he’ll	take	my	words	and	make	them	serve	him!”

“Nonsense!”	Farid	was	no	longer	even	wiping	away	the	tears	that	streamed	down	his	face.	“You	must
fetch	him	back.	It	wasn’t	his	death	at	all,	 it	was	mine!	Make	him	breathe	again!	It	will	only	take	a	few
words.	After	all,	you	did	it	for	Cosimo	and	for	Silvertongue.”

“Just	 a	 moment	 -	 Meggie’s	 father	 wasn’t	 dead	 yet,”	 Fenoglio	 soberly	 pointed	 out.	 “And	 as	 for
Cosimo,	he	only	looked	like	Cosimo	-	how	many	more	times	do	I	have	to	explain	that?	Meggie	and	I	made
a	brand-new	Cosimo,	and	unfortunately	it	went	terribly	wrong.	No!”	He	reached	into	his	belt,	produced
something	resembling	a	handkerchief,	and	blew	his	nose	noisily.	“This	 is	not	a	story	in	which	the	dead
come	to	life!	All	right,	I	admit	I	brought	immortality	into	it,	yes.	But	that’s	different	from	bringing	back	the
dead.	No,	when	someone	 is	dead	here,	he	 stays	dead!	 It’s	 the	 same	 in	 this	world	as	 in	 the	one	 I	come
from.	Dustfinger	got	around	that	rule	very	cleverly	on	your	behalf.	Perhaps	I	wrote	the	sentimental	story
that	gave	him	the	idea	myself	…	I	really	don’t	remember,	but	never	mind,	there	are	always	gaps.	And	he
paid	for	your	life	with	his	own.	That’s	always	been	the	only	trade-off	that	Death	will	accept.	Who’d	have
thought	it?	Dustfinger,	of	all	people,	gets	so	fond	of	a	good-for-nothing	boy	that	he	ends	up	dying	for	him.	I
admit	it’s	a	much	better	idea	than	the	one	about	the	marten,	but	it	isn’t	mine.	Oh	no!	So	if	you’re	looking
for	 someone	 to	 blame,	 then	 blame	 yourself.	Because	 one	 thing	 is	 certain,	my	 boy”	 -	 and	 so	 saying	 he



jabbed	his	finger	roughly	into	Farid’s	thin	chest	-	“and	it’s	that	you	don’t	belong	in	this	story!	And	if	you
hadn’t	taken	it	into	your	head	to	wangle	your	way	into	it,	Dustfinger	would	still	be	alive	-“

Farid	punched	Fenoglio	in	the	face	before	Meggie	could	pull	him	back.
“How	can	you	say	a	thing	like	that?”	she	shouted	at	Fenoglio	as	Farid,	sobbing,	put	his	arms	around

her.	“Farid	saved	Dustfinger	at	the	mill.	He’s	protected	him	ever	since	he	arrived	here	-“
“Yes,	yes,	all	right!”	growled	Fenoglio,	feeling	his	nose.	It	hurt.	“I’m	a	heartless	old	man,	I	know.	But

although	 you	may	 not	 believe	 it,	 I	 felt	 dreadful	when	 I	 saw	Dustfinger	 lying	 there.	And	 then	Roxane’s
tears,	 appalling,	 really	 appalling.	 All	 the	 wounded	 men,	 Meggie,	 all	 the	 dead,	 so	 many	 dead…No,
Meggie,	 the	words	don’t	obey	me	anymore.	Except	when	 it	 suits	 them.	They’ve	 turned	against	me	 like
snakes.”

“Exactly.	You’re	a	failure,	a	miserable	failure!”	Farid	shook	Meggie	off.	“You	don’t	know	your	own
trade.	But	someone	else	does.	The	man	who	brought	Dustfinger	here.	Orpheus.	He’ll	get	him	back,	you
wait	and	see.	Write	him	here!	You	can	at	least	do	that!	Yes,	write	Orpheus	here	at	once	or	…	or	…	I’ll
tell	 the	 Adderhead	 you	 were	 going	 to	 kill	 him,	 I’ll	 tell	 all	 the	 women	 in	 Ombra	 it’s	 your	 fault	 their
menfolk	are	dead…I’ll…I’ll…”

He	stood	there	with	his	fists	clenched,	quivering	with	rage	and	despair.	But	the	old	man	just	looked	at
him.	Then,	with	difficulty,	he	rose	to	his	feet.	“Do	you	know	something,	my	boy?”	he	said,	putting	his	face
very	close	 to	Farid’s.	“If	you’d	asked	me	nicely	 I	might	have	 tried,	but	not	 this	way.	No,	no!	Fenoglio
must	be	asked,	not	threatened.	I	still	have	that	much	pride	left.”

At	 this	 Farid	 looked	 like	 going	 for	 him	 again,	 but	Meggie	 held	 him	 back.	 “Fenoglio,	 stop	 it!”	 she
shouted	at	the	old	man.	“He’s	desperate,	can’t	you	see	that?”

“Desperate?	 So	 what?	 I’m	 desperate,	 too!”	 Fenoglio	 snapped	 at	 her.	 “My	 story	 is	 foundering	 in
misfortune,	and	 these	hands	here,”	he	said,	holding	 them	out	 to	her,	“don’t	want	 to	write	anymore!	 I’m
afraid	 of	words,	Meggie!	Once	 they	were	 like	 honey,	 now	 they’re	 poison,	 pure	 poison!	But	what	 is	 a
writer	who	doesn’t	love	words	anymore?	What	have	I	come	to?	This	story	is	devouring	me,	crushing	me,
and	I’m	its	creator!”

“Fetch	Orpheus!”	said	Farid	hoarsely.	Meggie	could	hear	how	much	trouble	he	was	taking	to	control
his	voice,	to	banish	the	rage	from	it.	“Bring	him	here,	and	let	him	write	it	for	you!	Teach	him	what	you
know,	the	way	Dustfinger	taught	me	everything!	Let	him	find	the	right	words	for	you.	He	loves	your	story,
he	told	Dustfinger	so	himself!	He	even	wrote	you	a	letter	when	he	was	a	boy.”

“Did	he?”	For	a	moment	Fenoglio	sounded	almost	like	his	old	inquisitive	self.
“Yes,	he	admires	you!	He	thinks	this	is	the	best	of	all	stories,	he	said	so!”
“Really?”	Fenoglio	sounded	flattered.	“Well,	 it	 isn’t	bad.	That	 is	 to	say,	 it	wasn’t	bad.”	He	 looked

thoughtfully	 at	 Farid.	 “A	 pupil.	 A	 pupil	 for	 Fenoglio,”	 he	 murmured.	 “A	 writer’s	 apprentice.	 Hmm.
Orpheus	…”	He	 spoke	 the	name	as	 if	he	had	 to	 taste	 it.	 “The	only	poet	who	ever	 challenged	Death…
appropriate.”

Farid	was	looking	at	him	so	hopefully	that	it	went	to	Meggie’s	heart	again.	But	Fenoglio	smiled,	even
though	it	was	a	sad	smile.

“Look	at	him,	Meggie!”	he	said.	“He	has	the	same	pleading	look	as	my	grandchildren	could	turn	on	to
wheedle	anything	out	of	me.	Does	he	look	at	you	the	same	way	when	he	wants	something	from	you?”

Meggie	 felt	 herself	 blushing.	 However,	 Fenoglio	 turned	 back	 to	 Farid.	 “You	 know	 we’ll	 need
Meggie’s	help,	don’t	you?”

Farid	nodded,	and	looked	at	her.
“I’ll	 read	 it,”	 she	 said	 quietly.	 “If	 Fenoglio	 writes	 it,	 I’ll	 read	 it.”	 And	 get	 the	 man	 who	 helped

Mortola	to	bring	my	father	here	and	almost	kill	him	into	this	story,	Meggie	added	in	her	thoughts.	She	tried
not	to	think	of	what	Mo	would	say	about	the	deal.

However,	Fenoglio	already	seemed	to	be	searching	for	words	in	his	mind.	The	right	words	-	words



that	would	not	betray	and	deceive	him.	“Very	well,”	he	muttered	abstractedly,	“let’s	get	down	to	work	one
last	time.	But	where	am	I	going	to	find	paper	and	ink?	Not	to	mention	a	pen	and	a	helpful	glass	man?	Poor
Rosenquartz	is	still	in	Ombra.”

“I	have	paper,”	said	Meggie,	“and	a	pencil.”
“That’s	very	beautiful,”	said	Fenoglio	when	she	put	her	notebook	in	his	lap.	“Did	your	father	bind	it?”
Meggie	nodded.
“There	are	some	pages	torn	out.”
“Yes,	 for	a	message	I	gave	my	mother	and	 the	 letter	 I	sent	you.	The	one	 that	Cloud-Dancer	brought

you.”
“Oh.	Oh	yes.	Him.”	For	a	moment	Fenoglio	 looked	dreadfully	 tired.	“Books	with	blank	pages,”	he

murmured.	 “They	 seem	 to	be	playing	more	 and	more	of	 a	part	 in	 this	 story,	don’t	you	 think?”	Then	he
asked	Meggie	to	leave	him	alone	with	Farid	so	that	the	boy	could	tell	him	about	Orpheus.	“To	be	honest,”
he	 whispered	 to	 Meggie,	 “I	 think	 he	 vastly	 overestimates	 the	 man’s	 abilities!	 What	 has	 this	 fellow
Orpheus	done?	Put	my	own	words	 together	 in	a	different	order,	 that’s	all.	But	 I’ll	admit	 I’m	curious	 to
meet	him.	It	takes	a	fair	amount	of	megalomania	to	give	yourself	a	name	like	that,	and	megalomania	is	an
interesting	character	trait.”

Meggie	did	not	share	his	opinion,	but	it	was	too	late	to	go	back	on	her	promise.	She	would	read	again.
For	Farid	 this	 time.	She	went	quietly	back	 to	her	parents,	 laid	her	head	on	Mo’s	chest,	and	fell	asleep
hearing	his	heartbeat	 in	her	ear.	Words	had	saved	him,	why	shouldn’t	 they	do	 the	same	for	Dustfinger?
Even	if	he	had	gone	far,	far	away…	didn’t	the	words	of	this	world	rule	even	the	land	of	silence?



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
73	The	Bluejay

The	world	existed	to	be	read.	And	I	read	it.
L.	S.	Schwartz,	Ruined	by	Reading
Resa	 and	Meggie	were	 asleep	when	Mo	woke,	 but	 he	 felt	 as	 if	 he	 couldn’t	 breathe	 among	 all	 the

stones	and	the	dead	a	moment	longer.	The	men	guarding	the	entrance	of	the	mine	greeted	him	with	a	nod	as
he	came	climbing	up	to	them.	Pale	morning	light	was	seeping	through	the	crevice	that	led	to	the	outside
world;	 the	 air	 smelled	of	 rosemary,	 thyme,	 and	 the	 berries	 on	Mortola’s	 poisonous	 trees.	Mo’s	 senses
were	constantly	confused	by	the	way	the	familiar	mingled	with	the	strange	in	Fenoglio’s	world	-	and	by
the	fact	that	the	strange	features	often	struck	him	as	more	real	than	the	others.

The	guards	were	not	the	only	men	Mo	met	at	the	entrance	to	the	mine.	Five	more	were	leaning	against
the	walls	of	the	gallery,	among	them	Snapper	and	the	Black	Prince	himself.

“Ah,	here	comes	the	most	wanted	robber	between	Ombra	and	the	sea!”	said	Snapper,	low-voiced,	as
Mo	came	toward	them.	They	examined	him	like	some	new	kind	of	animal,	of	which	they	had	heard	 the
strangest	stories.	And	Mo	felt	more	than	ever	like	an	actor	who	had	stepped	onstage	with	the	unpleasant
feeling	that	he	knew	neither	the	play	nor	his	part	in	it.

“I	don’t	know	how	the	rest	of	you	feel,”	said	Snapper,	glancing	around	at	 the	others,	“but	 I	always
thought	some	writer	had	made	up	the	Bluejay.	And	that	the	only	man	who	might	lay	claim	to	that	feathered
mask	was	our	own	Black	Prince,	even	if	he	doesn’t	entirely	match	the	description	in	the	songs.	So	when
folk	said	the	Bluejay	was	a	prisoner	in	the	Castle	of	Night,	I	thought	they	just	wanted	to	hang	some	other
poor	fellow	because	he	happened	to	have	a	scar	on	his	arm.	But	then,”	he	said,	looking	Mo	up	and	down
as	extensively	as	if	assessing	him	by	every	line	of	every	song	he	had	ever	heard	about	the	Bluejay,	“then	I
saw	you	fight	in	the	forest…’and	his	sword-blade	flashes	through	them	like	a	needle	through	the	pages,’
isn’t	that	what	one	of	the	songs	says?	A	good	description,	indeed!”

Oh	yes,	Snapper?	thought	Mo.	Suppose	I	were	to	tell	you	that	 the	Bluejay	was	really	made	up	by	a
writer	just	like	you?

How	furtively	they	were	all	looking	at	him.
“We	must	get	away	from	here,”	said	the	Prince	into	the	silence.	“They’re	combing	the	forest	all	 the

way	down	to	the	sea.	They’ve	already	found	two	of	our	hiding	places	and	smoked	them	out	-	they	haven’t
yet	come	upon	the	mine,	but	only	because	they	don’t	expect	us	to	be	so	close	to	their	own	back	door.”	The
bear	grunted,	as	if	amused	by	the	stupidity	of	the	men-at-arms.	The	gray	muzzle	in	the	furry	black	face,	the
clever	little	amber	eyes	-	Mo	had	liked	the	bear	even	in	the	book,	although	he	had	imagined	him	slightly
larger.	“Tonight	half	of	us	will	take	the	injured	to	the	Badger’s	Earth,”	the	Black	Prince	continued,	“and
the	others	will	go	to	Ombra	with	me	and	Roxane.”

“And	where	does	he	go?”	Snapper	was	looking	at	Mo.	Then	they	all	looked	at	him.	Mo	felt	as	if	their
eyes	were	 fingering	 his	 skin.	 Eyes	 full	 of	 hope,	 but	 what	 for?	What	 had	 they	 heard	 about	 him?	Were
people	already	telling	stories	about	what	had…i	happened	at	the	Castle	of	Night,	about	the	book	full	of
blank	pages	and	Firefox’s	death?

“He	has	to	get	away	from	here,	what	else	do	you	think?	A	long	way	away!”	The	Prince	picked	a	dead
leaf	out	of	 the	bear’s	coat.	 “The	Adderhead	will	be	 looking	 for	him,	even	 though	he’s	 spreading	word
everywhere	that	Mortola	was	responsible	for	the	attack	in	the	forest.”	He	nodded	to	a	thin	boy,	at	least	a
head	shorter	than	Meggie,	who	was	standing	among	the	men.	“Tell	us	again	what	the	crier	announced	in



your	village.”
“This,”	 began	 the	 boy	 in	 a	 hesitant	 voice,	 “this	 is	 the	 Adderhead’s	 promise:	 If	 the	 Bluejay	 ever

ventures	 to	 show	 his	 face	 in	Argenta	 again,	 he	will	 die	 the	 slowest	 death	 that	 the	 executioners	 of	 the
Castle	 of	 Night	 have	 ever	 given	 anyone.	 And	 the	man	who,	 brings	 him	 in	will	 be	 rewarded	with	 the
Bluejay’s	weight	in	silver.”

“Better	start	starving	yourself,	then,	Bluejay,”	mocked	Snapper,	but	none	of	the	others	laughed.
“Did	you	really	make	him	immortal?”	It	was	the	boy	who	asked	this	question.
Snapper	laughed	out	loud.	“Listen	to	the	lad!	I	expect	you	think	the	Prince	can	fly,	too,	eh?”
But	the	boy	took	no	notice	of	him.	He	was	still	looking	at	Mo.	“They	say	you	yourself	can’t	die,”	he

said	in	a	low	voice.	“They	say	you	made	yourself	a	book	like	that,	too,	a	book	of	white	pages	with	your
death	held	captive	in	it.”

Mo	had	to	smile.	Meggie	had	so	often	looked	at	him	wide-eyed,	just	like	that.	7s	it	a	true	story,	Mo?
Come	on,	tell	me!	They	were	all	waiting	for	his	answer,	even	the	Black	Prince.	He	saw	it	in	their	faces.

“Oh,	 I	 can	 die	 all	 right,”	 he	 said.	 “Believe	 me,	 I	 have	 come	 very	 close.	 As	 for	 the	 Adderhead,
however	-	yes,	I	have	made	him	immortal.	But	not	for	long.”

“What	do	you	mean	by	that?”	The	smile	had	long	since	frozen	on	Snapper’s	coarse-featured	face.
Mo	was	looking	not	at	him	but	at	the	Black	Prince	when	he	answered.	“I	mean	that	at	present	nothing

can	kill	the	Adderhead.	No	sword,	no	knife,	no	disease.	The	book	I	have	bound	for	him	protects	him.	But
the	same	book	will	be	his	undoing,	for	he	will	have	only	a	few	weeks	to	enjoy	it.”

“Why’s	that?”	It	was	the	boy	again.
Mo	 lowered	his	voice	when	he	 replied,	 just	 as	he	did	when	he	was	 sharing	a	 secret	with	Meggie.

“Oh,	it’s	not	particularly	difficult	to	ensure	that	a	book	doesn’t	live	long,	you	know.	Particularly	not	for	a
bookbinder.	And	that’s	my	trade,	although	so	many	people	seem	to	think	differently.	Normally,	it’s	not	my
job	to	kill	a	book	-	on	the	contrary,	I’m	usually	called	in	to	save	the	lives	of	books	-	but	in	this	case	I’m
afraid	I	had	to	do	it.	After	all,	I	didn’t	want	to	be	guilty	of	letting	the	Adderhead	sit	on	his	throne	for	all
eternity,	passing	the	time	by	hanging	strolling	players.”

“Then	you	are	a	wizard!”	Snapper’s	voice	was	hoarse.
“No,	really,	I’m	not,”	replied	Mo.	“Let	me	say	it	once	again:	I’m	a	bookbinder.”
They	were	staring	at	him	again,	and	this	time	Mo	wasn’t	sure	whether	there	might	not	be	some	fear

mingled	with	the	respect	in	their	eyes.
“Off	you	all	go	now!”	The	Prince’s	voice	broke	 the	silence.	“Go	and	make	 litters	 for	 the	 injured.”

They	obeyed,	although	every	one	of	them	cast	a	last	glance	at	Mo	before	they	walked	away.	Only	the	boy
gave	him	a	bashful	smile,	too.

As	for	the	Black	Prince,	he	signaled	to	Mo	to	go	with	him.
“A	few	weeks,”	he	repeated	when	they	were	in	the	gallery	where	he	and	the	bear	slept,	away	from	the

others.	“How	many	exactly?”
How	many?	Even	Mo	couldn’t	tell	for	sure.	If	they	didn’t	notice	what	he	had	done	for	the	time	being,

it	would	all	be	quite	quick.	“Not	very	many,”	he	replied.
“And	they	won’t	be	able	to	save	the	book?”
“No.”
The	 Prince	 smiled.	 It	 was	 the	 first	 smile	Mo	 had	 seen	 on	 his	 dark	 face.	 “That’s	 consoling	 news,

Bluejay.	It	saps	one’s	courage	to	fight	an	immortal	enemy.	But	you	do	know,	don’t	you,	that	he’ll	only	hunt
you	down	all	the	more	pitilessly	when	he	realizes	that	you’ve	tricked	him?”

So	he	would,	indeed.	That	was	why	Mo	hadn’t	told	Meggie,	had	done	what	had	to	be	done	in	secret,
while	she	was	asleep.	He	hadn’t	wanted	the	Adderhead	to	see	the	fear	in	her	face.

“I	don’t	intend	to	come	back	to	this	side	of	the	forest,”	he	told	the	Prince.	“Perhaps	there’ll	be	a	good
hiding	place	for	us	somewhere	near	Ombra.”



The	Prince	smiled	again.	“I’m	sure	there	will	be,”	he	said	and	looked	at	Mo	as	intently	as	if	he	meant
to	see	straight	into	his	heart.	Go	on,	try	it,	thought	Mo.	Look	into	my	heart	and	tell	me	what	you	find	there,
because	I	don’t	know	myself	anymore.	He	remembered	reading	about	the	Black	Prince	for	the	first	time.
What	a	fabulous	character,	he	had	thought,	but	the	man	now	standing	before	him	was	considerably	more
impressive	than	the	image	of	him	that	the	words	had	conjured	up.	Perhaps	a	little	smaller,	though.	And	a
little	sadder.

“Your	wife	says	you’re	not	the	man	we	take	you	for,”	said	the	Prince.	“Dustfinger	said	the	same.	He
told	me	that	you	come	from	the	country	where	he	spent	all	those	years	when	we	thought	he	was	dead.	Is	it
very	different	from	here?”

Mo	couldn’t	help	smiling.	“Oh	yes.	I	think	so.”
“How?	Are	people	happier	there?”
“Perhaps.”
“Perhaps!	Hmm.”	The	Prince	 bent	 and	 picked	 up	 something	 lying	 on	 the	 blanket	 under	which	 he’d

slept.	“I’ve	forgotten	what	your	wife	calls	you.	Dustfinger	had	a	strange	name	for	you:	Silvertongue.	But
Dustfinger	is	dead,	and	to	everyone	else	you	will	be	the	Bluejay	now.	Even	I	find	it	difficult	to	call	you
anything	 else,	 after	 seeing	you	 fight	 in	 the	 forest.	So	 this	belongs	 to	you	here	 in	 the	 future.	Unless	you
decide	to	go	back	after	all…	back	to	 the	country	where	you	came	from,	and	where	I	suppose	you	have
another	name.”

Mo	had	never	before	seen	the	mask	that	the	Prince	was	holding	out	to	him.	The	leather	was	dark	and
damaged	here	and	there,	but	the	feathers	shone	brightly:	white,	black,	yellowish-brown,	blue.	The	colors
of	a	blue	jay.

“This	mask	has	been	celebrated	in	many	songs,”	said	the	Black	Prince.	“I	allowed	myself	to	wear	it
for	a	while,	and	several	of	us	have	done	so,	too,	but	now	it	is	yours.”

In	silence,	Mo	turned	the	mask	this	way	and	that	in	his	hands.	For	a	strange	moment	he	felt	an	urge	to
put	it	on,	as	if	he	had	done	so	many	times	before.	Oh	yes,	Fenoglio’s	words	were	powerful,	but	words
they	were,	nothing	but	words	-	even	if	they	had	been	written	for	him.	Any	actor,	surely,	could	choose	the
part	he	played?

“No,”	he	said,	handing	the	mask	back	to	the	Prince.	“Snapper	is	right;	the	Bluejay	is	a	fantasy,	an	old
man’s	invention.	Fighting,	I	assure	you,	is	not	my	trade.”

The	Prince	looked	at	him	thoughtfully,	but	he	did	not	take	the	mask.	“Keep	it	all	the	same,”	he	said.
“It’s	too	dangerous	for	anyone	to	wear	it	now.	And	as	for	your	trade	-	none	of	us	here	was	born	a	robber.”

Mo	said	nothing	to	that.	He	just	looked	at	his	fingers.	It	had	taken	him	a	long	time	to	wash	off	all	the
blood	on	them	after	the	fight	in	the	forest.

He	 was	 still	 standing	 there	 holding	 the	 mask,	 alone	 in	 the	 dark	 gallery	 that	 smelled	 of	 the	 long-
forgotten	dead,	when	he	heard	Meggie’s	voice	behind	him.

“Mo?”	She	looked	at	his	face	with	concern.	“Where	have	you	been?	Roxane	is	setting	out	soon,	and
Resa	wants	to	know	if	we’re	going	with	her.	What	do	you	say?”

Yes,	what	did	he	say?	Where	did	he	want	to	go?	Back	to	my	workshop,	he	thought.	Back	to	Elinor’s
house.	Or	did	he?

What	did	Meggie	want?	He	had	only	to	look	at	her	to	know	the	answer.	Of	course.	She	wanted	to	stay
because	of	the	boy,	but	he	was	not	the	only	reason.	Resa	wanted	to	stay,	too,	in	spite	of	the	dungeon	where
they	had	put	her,	in	spite	of	all	the	pain	and	darkness.	What	was	it	about	Fenoglio’s	world	that	filled	the
heart	with	longing?	Didn’t	he	feel	it	himself?	Like	sweet	poison	that	worked	on	you	only	too	quickly…

“What	do	you	 say,	Mo?”	Meggie	 took	his	hand.	How	 tall	 she	had	grown.	And	how	pleadingly	 she
looked	at	him!

“What	do	I	say?”	He	listened	as	though,	if	he	concentrated	hard,	he	could	hear	the	words	whispering
in	the	walls	of	the	gallery	or	in	the	weave	of	the	blanket	under	which	the	Black	Prince	slept.	But	all	he



heard	was	his	own	voice.	“How	would	you	like	it	if	I	said:	Show	me	the	fairies,	Meggie?	And	the	water-
nymphs.	And	that	illuminator	in	Ombra	castle.	Let’s	find	out	how	fine	those	brushes	really	are.”

Dangerous	words.	But	Meggie	hugged	him	harder	than	she	had	since	she	was	a	little	girl.
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And	now	he	was	dead,	his	soul	fled	down	to	the	Sunless	Country	and	his	body	lying	cold	in	the	cold
mud,	somewhere	in	the	city’s	wake.

Philip	Reeve,	Mortal	Engines
When	 the	men	 on	 guard	 raised	 the	 alarm	 for	 the	 second	 time,	 just	 before	 sunset,	 the	Black	 Prince

ordered	everyone	to	climb	deep	down	into	the	mine,	where	there	was	water	in	the	narrow	passages	and
you	thought	you	could	hear	the	earth	breathing.	But	one	man	did	not	join	them:	Fenoglio.	When	the	Prince
gave	 the	all	clear,	and	Meggie	climbed	up	again	with	 the	others,	her	 feet	wet	and	her	heart	still	 full	of
fear,	 Fenoglio	 came	 toward	 her	 and	 drew	 her	 aside.	 Luckily,	Mo	 happened	 to	 be	 talking	 to	Resa	 and
didn’t	notice.

“Here	you	are.	But	I’m	not	guaranteeing	anything,”	Fenoglio	whispered	to	her	as	he	gave	her	back	the
notebook.	“This	is	very	likely	another	mistake	in	black	and	white	just	like	the	others,	but	I’m	too	tired	to
worry	about	it.	Feed	this	damned	story,	feed	it	with	new	words,	I’m	not	going	to	listen.	I’m	going	to	lie
down	and	sleep.	That	was	the	last	thing	I	will	ever	write	in	my	life.”

Feed	it.
Farid	suggested	that	Meggie	should	read	Fenoglio’s	words	in	the	place	where	he	and	Dustfinger	had

slept.	Dustfinger’s	backpack	was	still	lying	beside	his	blanket,	and	the	two	martens	had	curled	up	to	the
right	and	left	of	it.	Farid	crouched	down	between	them	and	hugged	the	backpack	to	him	as	if	Dustfinger’s
heart	were	beating	 inside.	He	 looked	expectantly	at	Meggie,	but	she	remained	silent.	She	 looked	at	 the
words	and	said	nothing.	Fenoglio’s	writing	swam	before	her	eyes	as	if,	for	the	first	time,	it	did	not	want
her	to	read	it.

“Meggie?”	Farid	was	still	looking	at	her.	There	was	such	sadness	in	his	eyes,	such	despair.	For	him,
she	thought.	Just	for	him.	And	she	kneeled	down	on	the	blanket	where	Dustfinger	used	to	sleep.

Even	as	she	read	the	first	few	words,	she	sensed	that	Fenoglio	had	done	his	work	well	yet	again.	She
felt	 it	 like	breath	on	her	face.	The	letters	on	the	page	were	alive,	 the	story	was	alive.	It	wanted	to	take
those	words	and	grow.	That	was	what	it	wanted.	Had	Fenoglio	felt	the	same	when	he	wrote	them?

“One	day,	when	Death	had	taken	much	prey	again,”	began	Meggie,	and	it	was	almost	as	if	she	were
reading	a	 familiar	book	 that	 she	had	only	 just	 laid	aside,	 “Fenoglio	 the	great	poet	decided	 to	write	no
more.	He	was	tired	of	words	and	their	seductive	power.	He	had	had	enough	of	the	way	they	cheated	and
scorned	 him	 and	 kept	 silent	 when	 they	 should	 have	 spoken.	 So	 he	 called	 on	 another,	 younger	 man,
Orpheus	by	name	-	skilled	in	letters,	even	if	he	could	not	yet	handle	them	with	the	mastery	of	Fenoglio
himself	-	and	decided	to	instruct	him	in	his	art,	as	every	master	does	at	some	time.	For	a	while	Orpheus
should	play	with	words	in	his	place,	seduce	and	lie	with	them,	create	and	destroy,	banish	and	restore	-
while	 Fenoglio	waited	 for	 his	weariness	 to	 pass,	 for	 his	 pleasure	 in	words	 to	 reawaken,	 and	 then	 he
would	send	Orpheus	back	to	 the	world	from	which	he	had	summoned	him,	 to	keep	his	story	alive	with
new	words	never	used	before.”

Meggie’s	 voice	 died	 away.	 It	 echoed	 underground	 as	 if	 it	 had	 a	 shadow.	And	 just	 as	 silence	was
spreading	around	them,	they	heard	footsteps.

Footsteps	on	the	damp	stone.
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“Hope”	is	the	thing	with	feathers.
Emily	Dickinson,
The	Poems	of	Emily	Dickinson
Orpheus	 disappeared	 right	 in	 front	 of	Elinor’s	 eyes.	 She	was	 standing	 only	 a	 few	 steps	 from	him,

holding	the	bottle	of	wine	he	had	demanded,	when	he	simply	vanished	into	thin	air	-	into	less	than	thin	air,
into	nothing	-	as	if	he	had	never	been	there	at	all,	as	if	she	had	only	dreamed	him.	The	bottle	slipped	from
her	hand,	fell	on	the	wooden	floorboards	of	the	library,	and	broke	among	the	books	that	Orpheus	had	left
open	there.

The	 dog	 began	 to	 howl	 so	 horribly	 that	Darius	 came	 racing	 out	 of	 the	 kitchen.	The	wardrobe-man
didn’t	bar	his	way.	He	was	simply	staring	at	the	place	where	Orpheus	had	been	standing	a	moment	ago.
His	voice	 trembling,	he	had	been	 reading	 from	a	 sheet	of	paper	 lying	on	one	of	Elinor’s	glass	display
cases	right	in	front	of	him	and	clutching	Inkheart	to	his	breast,	as	if	he	could	force	the	book	to	accept	him
at	last	in	that	way.	Elinor	had	stopped	as	if	turned	to	stone	when	she	realized	what	he	was	trying	to	do	for
the	hundredth,	even	the	thousandth	time.	Perhaps	they’ll	come	back	out	of	the	book	to	replace	him,	she	had
thought,	or	at	least	one	of	them:	Meggie,	Resa,	Mortimer.	Each	of	the	three	names	tasted	so	bitter	on	her
tongue,	as	bitter	as	all	that	is	lost.	But	now	Orpheus	had	gone,	and	none	of	the	three	had	come	back.	Only
the	damned	dog	refused	to	stop	howling.

“He’s	done	it,”	whispered	Elinor.	“Darius,	he’s	done	it!	He’s	over	there…they’re	all	over	there.	All
except	for	us!”

For	a	moment	she	felt	infinitely	sorry	for	herself.	Here	she	was,	Elinor	Loredan,	among	all	her	books,
and	they	wouldn’t	let	her	in,	not	one	of	them	would	let	her	in.	Closed	doors	enticing	her,	filling	her	heart
with	longing,	and	then	letting	her	go	no	farther	than	the	doorway.	Accursed,	blasted,	heartless	things!	Full
of	empty	promises,	full	of	false	lures,	always	making	you	hungry,	never	satisfying	you,	never!

But	you	once	saw	it	quite	differently,	Elinor!	she	reminded	herself,	wiping	the	tears	from	her	eyes.	So
what?	Wasn’t	she	old	enough	to	change	her	mind,	 to	bury	an	old	 love	 that	had	betrayed	her	miserably?
They	had	not	let	her	in.	All	the	others	were	between	their	pages	now,	but	she	wasn’t.	Poor	Elinor,	poor,
lonely	Elinor!	She	sobbed	so	loudly	that	she	had	to	put	her	hand	over	her	mouth.

Darius	cast	her	a	sympathetic	glance	and	hesitantly	came	to	her	side.	Well,	at	least	he	was	still	with
her,	 that	was	one	good	 thing.	And	of	 course	he	 could	 read	her	 thoughts	 in	her	 face,	 as	 always.	But	 he
couldn’t	help	her,	either.

I	want	to	be	with	them,	she	thought	despairingly.	They’re	my	family:	Resa	and	Meggie	and	Mortimer.	I
want	to	see	the	Wayless	Wood	and	feel	a	fairy	settle	on	my	hand	again,	I	want	to	meet	the	Black	Prince
even	if	it	means	smelling	his	bear,	I	want	to	hear	Dustfinger	talking	to	fire	even	if	I	still	can’t	stand	the
man!	I	want,	I	want,	I	want…

“Oh,	Darius!”	sobbed	Elinor.	“Why	didn’t	the	wretched	fellow	take	me,	too?”	But	Darius	just	looked
at	her	with	his	wise,	owl-like	eyes.

“Hey,	where	did	he	go?	That	bastard	still	owed	me	money!”	Sugar	went	to	the	place	where	Orpheus
had	 disappeared	 and	 looked	 all	 around	 him,	 as	 if	 Orpheus	 might	 be	 stuck	 among	 the	 bookshelves
somewhere.	“Damn	it,	what	does	he	think	he’s	doing,	just	vanishing	like	that?”	He	bent	down	and	picked
up	a	sheet	of	paper.



The	 sheet	 of	 paper	 that	 Orpheus	 had	 been	 reading	 from!	Had	 he	 taken	 the	 book	with	 him	 but	 left
behind	 the	 words	 that	 had	 opened	 the	 door	 for	 him?	 If	 so,	 then	 all	 was	 not	 lost	 after	 all…With
determination,	Elinor	 snatched	 the	 sheet	of	paper	 ‘	 from	Sugar’s	hand.	 “Give	me	 that!”	 she	demanded,
clutching	it	to	her	breast	just	as	Orpheus	had	clutched	the	book.	The	wardrobe-man’s	face	darkened.

Two	very	 different	 feelings	 seemed	 to	 be	 struggling	with	 each	 other	 on	 his	 face:	 anger	 at	Elinor’s
boldness,	and	fear	of	the	written	words	that	she	was	pressing	to	her	breast	so	passionately.	For	a	moment
Elinor	 wasn’t	 sure	 which	 would	 get	 the	 upper	 hand.	 Darius	 came	 up	 behind	 her,	 as	 if	 he	 seriously
intended	to	defend	her	if	necessary,	but	luckily	Sugar’s	face	cleared	again,	and	he	began	to	laugh.

“Well,	 fancy	 that!”	 he	 mocked	 her.	 “What	 do	 you	 want	 that	 scrap	 of	 paper	 for?	 Do	 you	 want	 to
disappear	into	thin	air,	too,	like	Orpheus	and	the	Magpie	and	your	two	friends?	Feel	free,	but	first	I	want
the	wages	Orpheus	 and	 the	old	woman	 still	 owe	me!”	And	he	 looked	 around	Elinor’s	 library	 as	 if	 he
might	see	something	in	it	that	would	do	instead	of	payment.

“Your	wages,	yes,	of	course,	I	understand!”	said	Elinor	quickly,	leading	him	to	the	door.	“I	still	have
some	money	hidden	in	my	room.	Darius,	you	know	where	it	is.	Give	it	to	him,	all	that’s	left,	just	so	long
as	he	goes	away.”

Darius	did	not	look	very	enthusiastic,	but	Sugar	gave	such	a	broad	smile	that	you	could	see	every	one
of	his	bad	teeth.	“Well,	that	sounds	like	sense	at	last!”	he	grunted	and	stomped	after	Darius	who,	resigned
to	this	development,	led	him	to	Elinor’s	room.

But	Elinor	stayed	behind	in	the	library.
How	quiet	it	suddenly	was	there.	Orpheus	had	indeed	sent	all	the	characters	he	had	read	out	of	their

books	back	 into	 them	again.	Only	his	dog	was	 still	 there,	 tail	drooping	as	 it	 sniffed	 the	 spot	where	 its
master	had	been	standing	only	a	few	minutes	before.

“So	empty!”	Elinor	murmured.	“So	empty.”	She	felt	desolate.	Almost	more	so	than	on	the	day	when
the	Magpie	had	taken	Mortimer	and	Resa	away.	The	book	into	which	they	had	all	disappeared	was	gone.
What	happened	to	a	book	that	disappeared	into	its	own	story?

Oh,	forget	the	book,	Elinor!	she	thought	as	a	tear	ran	down	her	nose.	How	are	you	ever	going	to	find
them	again	now?

Orpheus’s	words.	They	swam	before	her	eyes	as	she	looked	at	the	paper.	Yes,	they	must	have	taken
him	over	there,	what	else?	Carefully,	she	opened	the	glass	case	on	which	the	paper	had	been	lying	before
Orpheus	 disappeared,	 took	 out	 the	 book	 inside	 it	 -	 a	wonderfully	 illustrated	 edition	 of	Hans	Christian
Andersen’s	fairy	tales	signed	by	the	author	himself	-	and	put	the	sheet	of	paper	in	its	place.
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The	joy	of	writing
The	power	of	preserving,
Revenge	of	a	mortal	hand.
Wislawa	Szymborska,	“The	Joy	of	Writing,”
View	with	a	Grain	of	Sand
At	first	Orpheus	could	hardly	be	seen	in	the	shadows	filling	the	gallery	like	black	breath.	He	stepped

hesitantly	into	the	light	of	the	oil	lamp	by	whose	light	Meggie	had	been	reading.	She	thought	she	saw	him
put	something	under	his	jacket,	but	she	couldn’t	make	out	what	it	was.	Perhaps	a	book.

“Orpheus!”	Farid	ran	to	him,	still	holding	Dustfinger’s	backpack	in	his	arms.
So	 he	 was	 really	 here.	 Orpheus.	 Meggie	 had	 imagined	 him	 very	 differently	 …	 as	 much	 more

impressive.	This	was	just	a	man	who	was	rather	too	stout,	still	very	young,	 in	an	ill-fitting	suit,	and	he
looked	as	out	of	place	in	the	Inkworld	as	a	polar	bear	or	a	whale.	In	addition,	he	seemed	to	have	lost	his
tongue.	He	stood	 there	 in	a	daze,	 looking	at	Meggie,	at	 the	dark	gallery	down	which	he	had	come,	and
finally	 at	Farid,	who	had	obviously	 entirely	 forgotten	 that	 the	man	he	now	greeted	with	 such	a	 radiant
smile	had	stolen	from	him	and	betrayed	him	to	Basta	at	their	last	meeting.	Orpheus	didn’t	even	seem	to
recognize	Farid,	but	when	he	finally	did	it	brought	back	his	voice.

“Dustfinger’s	boy!	How	did	you	get	here?”	he	faltered.	And	yes,	Meggie	had	to	admit	that	his	voice
was	impressive,	much	more	impressive	than	his	face.	“Well,	never	mind	that.	This	must	be	the	Inkworld!”
he	went	on,	taking	no	more	notice	of	Farid.	“I	knew	I	could	do	it!	I	knew	I	could!”	A	self-satisfied	smile
spread	 over	 his	 face.	Gwin	 leaped	 up,	 hissing,	 as	 he	 almost	 trod	 on	 his	 tail,	 but	Orpheus	 didn’t	 even
notice	 the	marten.	 “Fantastic!”	 he	murmured	 as	 he	 ran	 the	 palm	of	 his	 hand	 over	 the	 gallery	walls.	 “I
suppose	this	is	one	of	the	passages	that	lead	to	the	princely	tombs	under	the	castle	of	Ombra.”

“No,	 it’s	 not,”	 said	Meggie	 coldly.	Orpheus	 -	 in	 league	with	Mortola	 -	 a	magic-tongued	 deceiver.
How	empty	his	round	face	looked!	No	wonder,	she	thought	with	great	dislike,	as	she	rose	from	the	place
where	Dustfinger	had	slept.	He	has	no	conscience,	no	sympathy,	no	heart.	Why	had	she	brought	him	here?
As	if	there	weren’t	enough	of	his	sort	in	the	Inkworld.	I	did	it	for	Farid,	replied	her	heart,	for	Farid…

“How	are	Elinor	and	Darius?	If	you’ve	done	anything	to	them	…”	Meggie	didn’t	finish	her	sentence.
If	he	had,	then	what?

Orpheus	turned,	with	as	much	surprise	as	if	he	hadn’t	seen	her	at	all	before.	“Elinor	and	Darius?	Oh,
are	 you	 that	 girl	 who	 apparently	 read	 herself	 here?”	 His	 eyes	 became	 watchful.	 Obviously,	 he
remembered	what	he	had	done	to	her	parents.

“My	father	almost	died	because	of	you!”	Meggie	was	angry	with	herself	for	the	way	her	voice	shook.
Orpheus	blushed	childishly	red,	whether	in	annoyance	or	embarrassment	Meggie	couldn’t	have	said,

but	whichever	it	was	he	quickly	recovered.	“Well,	how	can	I	help	it	if	Mortola	had	a	score	to	settle	with
him?”	he	 replied.	 “And	 from	what	you	 say	 I	 take	 it	 that	he’s	 still	 alive,	 so	 there’s	nothing	 to	get	upset
about,	is	there?”	Shrugging,	he	turned	his	back	to	Meggie.	“Strange!”	he	murmured,	glancing	at	the	rubble
at	 the	end	of	 the	gallery,	 the	narrow	 ladders	and	 the	props	 supporting	 the	 roof.	 “Will	 someone	explain
exactly	where	I	am?	This	looks	almost	like	a	mine,	but	I	didn’t	read	anything	about	a	mine.	…”

“Never	mind	what	you	read.	I’m	the	one	who	brought	you	here.”
Meggie’s	voice	was	so	sharp	that	Farid	cast	her	a	glance	of	alarm.



“You?”	Orpheus	turned	and	examined	her	so	condescendingly	that	the	blood	rushed	to	Meggie’s	face.
“You	obviously	don’t	know	who	you’re	talking	to.	But	why	am	I	bothering	with	you,	anyway?	I’m	tired	of
looking	 at	 this	 unattractive	mine.	Where	 are	 the	 fairies?	The	men-at-arms?	The	 strolling	 players?”	He
roughly	pushed	Meggie	aside	and	went	to	the	ladder,	but	Farid	barred	his	way.

“You	stay	where	you	are,	Cheeseface!”	he	snapped.	“Do	you	want	to	know	why	you’re	here?	Because
of	Dustfinger.”

“Oh	yes?”	There	was	derision	in	Orpheus’s	laughter.	“Haven’t	you	found	him	yet?	Well,	perhaps	he
doesn’t	want	to	be	found,	or	not	by	a	persistent	fellow	like	you.	…”

“He’s	dead,”	Farid	interrupted	brusquely.	“Dustfinger	is	dead,	and	the	only	reason	why	Meggie	read
you	here	is	for	you	to	write	him	back!”

“She	-	did	-	not	-	read	-	me	-	here!	How	many	more	times	do	I	have	to	tell	you?”	Orpheus	made	for
the	 ladder	 again,	 but	Farid	 simply	 took	his	 hand	without	 a	word	 and	 led	him	over	 to	 the	 place	where
Dustfinger	was.

Roxane	had	hung	his	cloak	in	front	of	the	gallery	where	he	was	still	lying,	motionless,	as	if	the	earth
had	 crushed	 him.	 She	 and	 Resa	 had	 placed	 burning	 candles	 around	 him	 -	 dancing	 fire	 instead	 of	 the
flowers	usually	laid	beside	corpses.

“Good	heavens!”	exclaimed	Orpheus	when	he	saw	him	lying	there.	“Dead!	He	really	is	dead!	But	this
is	terrible!”

Meggie	was	amazed	to	see	that	there	were	tears	in	his	eyes.	His	fingers	shook	as	he	took	his	misted-
up	glasses	off	his	nose	and	polished	them	on	his	jacket.	Then,	hesitantly,	he	went	up	to	Dustfinger,	bent,
and	touched	his	hand.

“Cold!”	he	whispered	and	retreated.	His	eyes	blurred	with	tears,	he	looked	at	Farid.	“Was	it	Basta?
Come	on,	tell	me!	No,	wait,	how	did	it	go?	Was	Basta	even	there?	‘Some	of	Capricorn’s	men,’	yes,	that
was	it,	they	were	going	to	kill	the	marten	and	Dustfinger	tried	to	save	him!	I	wept	my	eyes	out	when	I	read
that	chapter,	I	threw	the	book	at	the	wall!	And	now	I	get	here	at	last	and	-”	He	was	struggling	for	breath.
“I	only	sent	him	back	because	I	thought	he’d	be	safe	here	now!	Oh	God.	Oh	God,	oh	God,	oh	God!	Dead!”
Orpheus.sobbed	-	and	then	fell	silent.	He	bent	over	Dustfinger’s	body	again.	“Wait	a	moment.	Stabbed.
Stabbed,	 that’s	what	 it	 says	 in	 the	 book.	 So	where’s	 the	wound?	 ‘Stabbed	 for	 the	marten’s	 sake,’	 yes,
that’s	 what	 it	 said.”	 He	 turned	 abruptly	 and	 stared	 at	 Gwin,	 who	 was	 perched	 on	 Farid’s	 shoulders,
hissing	at	him.	“He	left	the	marten	behind.	He	left	him	and	you	both	behind.	So	how	is	it	possible	that	-“

Farid	said	nothing,	as	the	marten	affectionately	licked	his	ear.	Meggie	felt	so	sorry	for	him,	but	when
she	put	out	her	hand	he	drew	back.

“What’s	that	marten	doing	here?	Tell	me!	Have	you	lost	your	tongue?”	There	was	a	metallic	edge	to
Orpheus’s	beautiful	voice.

“He	didn’t	die	for	Gwin,”	whispered	Farid.
“No?	Who	did	he	die	for,	then?”
“For	me.”
This	time	Farid	did	not	withdraw	his	hand	when	Meggie	took	it.	But	before	he	could	tell	Orpheus	any

more,	they	heard	another	voice	behind	them.	Abrupt	and	angry.
“Who’s	this?	What	is	a	stranger	doing	here?”
Orpheus	 spun	 around	 as	 if	 caught	 in	 some	 guilty	 act.	 There	 stood	 Roxane,	 with	 Resa	 beside	 her.

Orpheus	 stared	 at	 her	 in	 amazement.	 “Roxane!”	 he	whispered.	 “The	 beautiful	minstrel	woman!	May	 I
introduce	myself?	My	name	is	Orpheus.	I	was	a	-	a	friend	of	Dustfinger’s.	Yes,	I	think	one	could	say	that.”

“Meggie!”	said	Resa	in	a	faltering	voice.	“How	did	he	get	here?”
Meggie	instinctively	hid	the	notebook	containing	Fenoglio’s	words	behind	her	back.
“So	how	is	Elinor?”	Resa	asked	Orpheus	sharply.	“And	Darius?	What	have	you	done	to	them?”
“Nothing!”	replied	Orpheus.	In	his	confusion	he	obviously	didn’t	notice	that	the	woman	who	had	been



able	to	speak	only	with	her	fingers	had	a	voice	again.	“Far	from	it.	I	went	to	a	lot	of	trouble	to	help	them
feel	more	relaxed	about	books.	They	keep	them	like	butterflies	pinned	in	a	case,	each	in	its	own	place,
imprisoned	in	their	cells!	But	books	want	to	breathe	and	sing,	they	want	to	feel	air	between	their	pages
and	a	reader’s	fingers	tenderly	stroking	them	-“

Roxane	took	Dustfinger’s	cloak	from	the	prop	over	which	she	had	draped	it.	“You	don’t	look	like	a
friend	of	Dustfinger’s	 to	me,”	 she	 interrupted	Orpheus.	 “But	 if	you	want	 to	 say	good-bye	 to	him,	do	 it
now,	because	I’m	going	to	take	him	with	me.”

“Take	him	with	you?	What	do	you	mean?”	Farid	barred	her	way.	“Orpheus	is	here	to	bring	him	back!”
“Get	out	of	my	sight!”	Roxane	snapped	at	him.	“The	very	first	 time	I	saw	you	coming	to	my	farm,	I

knew	you	brought	bad	luck.	You	ought	to	be	dead,	not	Dustfinger.	That’s	how	it	is	and	that’s	how	it	stays.”
Farid	flinched	as	if	Roxane	had	struck	him.	He	did	not	resist	as	she	pushed	him	aside,	and	stood	there

with	his	shoulders	drooping	as	she	bent	over	Dustfinger.
Meggie	 couldn’t	 think	 of	 any	 way	 to	 comfort	 him,	 but	 her	 mother	 kneeled	 down	 beside	 Roxane.

“Listen!”	she	said	quietly.	“Dustfinger	brought	Farid	back	from	the	dead	by	making	the	words	of	a	story
come	true.	Words,	Roxane!	In	this	world	they	make	strange	things	happen,	and	Orpheus	knows	a	lot	about
words.”

“Oh	yes,	I	do!”	Orpheus	quickly	went	to	Roxane’s	side.	“I	made	him	a	door	of	words	so	that	he	could
come	back	to	you.	Did	he	never	tell	you?”

Roxane	looked	at	him	disbelievingly,	but	the	magic	of	his	voice	worked	on	her,	too.	‘Yes,	believe	me,
I	did	it!”	Orpheus	went	on.	“And	I’ll	write	something	to	bring	him	back	from	the	dead.	I’ll	find	words	as
precious	and	intoxicating	as	the	scent	of	a	lily,	words	to	beguile	Death	and	open	the	cold	fingers	he	has
closed	around	Dustfinger’s	warm	heart!”	A	delighted	smile	lit	up	his	face,	as	if	he	were	already	relishing
his	great	achievements	to	come.

But	Roxane	 just	shook	her	head,	as	 if	 to	 free	herself	 from	the	magic	of	his	voice,	and	blew	out	 the
candles	 standing	 around	Dustfinger.	 “Now	 I	 understand,”	 she	 said,	 covering	Dustfinger	with	his	 cloak.
“You’re	an	enchanter.	I	only	went	to	an	enchanter	once.	After	our	younger	daughter	died.	People	who	go
to	enchanters	are	desperate,	and	they	know	it.	They	live	on	false	hopes	like	ravens	preying	on	carrion.	His
promises	sounded	just	as	wonderful	as	yours.	He	promised	me	what	I	most	desperately	wanted.	They	all
do.	They	promise	to	bring	back	what’s	lost	forever:	a	child,	a	friend	-	or	a	husband.”	She	drew	the	cloak
over	Dustfinger’s	still	face.	“I’ll	never	believe	such	promises	again.	They	only	make	the	pain	worse.	I’ll
take	him	back	 to	Ombra	with	me	and	 find	a	place	 there	where	no	one	will	disturb	him,	not	 the	Adder
head,	not	the	wolves,	not	even	the	fairies.	And	he	will	still	look	as	if	he	were	only	sleeping	long	after	my
hair	is	white,	for	I	know	from	Nettle	how	you	go	about	preserving	the	body	even	when	the	soul	is	long
gone.”

“You’ll	 tell	me	where	 that	 is,	won’t	you?”	Farid’s	voice	 trembled,	as	 if	he	knew	Roxane’s	answer
already.	“You’ll	tell	me	where	you’re	taking	him?”

“No,”	said	Roxane.	“You	least	of	all.”



Ink	2	-	Inkspell
77	Where	Now?

The	Giant	 rested	back	 in	his	 chair.	 “You’ve	 some	 stories	 left,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 can	 smell	 them	on	your
skin.”

Brian	Patten,	The	Story	Giant
Farid	watched	as	they	laid	the	injured	on	litters	under	cover	of	night.	The	injured	and	the	dead.	Six

robbers	were	standing	among	the	trees	listening	for	any	sound	that	might	mean	danger.	Only	the	tops	of	the
silver	 towers	were	 to	be	seen	 in	 the	distance,	bright	 in	 the	starlight,	yet	 it	 seemed	 to	 them	all	as	 if	 the
Adderhead	 could	 see	 them.	Could	 he	 sense	 it	 up	 in	 his	 castle	when	 they	 stole	 soft-footed	 over	Mount
Adder?	Who	could	tell	what	the	Adderhead	might	be	able	to	do	now?	Now	that	he	was	immortal	and	as
invincible	as	Death	itself?

But	the	night	was	still,	as	still	as	Dustfinger,	who	was	to	be	taken	back	to	Ombra	on	a	cart	drawn	by
the	Black	Prince’s	bear.	Meggie	was	going	there,	too,	for	the	time	being,	to	the	other	side	of	the	forest,
with	Silvertongue	and	her	mother.	The	Black	Prince	had	told	them	of	a	village	too	poor	and	remote	from
any	road	to	interest	princes.	He	would	hide	them	there,	or	on	one	of	the	nearby	farms.

Should	he	go	with	them?
Farid	 saw	 Meggie	 looking	 at	 him.	 She	 was	 standing	 with	 her	 mother	 and	 the	 other	 women.

Silvertongue	was	with	the	robbers,	and	hanging	from	his	belt	was	the	sword	with	which	he	had	apparently
killed	Basta	-	and	not	just	Basta.	Almost	a	dozen	men	had	died	at	his	hands,	so	several	of	the	robbers	had
told	 Farid,	 their	 voices	 lowered	 in	 respect.	 Amazing.	 Back	 in	 the	 hills	 around	 Capricorn’s	 village,
Silvertongue	couldn’t	have	killed	a	blackbird	when	they	were	in	hiding	together,	let	alone	a	human	being.
On	the	other	hand,	how	had	he	himself	learned	to	kill?	The	answer	was	not	hard	to	find.	Fear	and	rage.
And	there	was	enough	of	those	in	this	story.

Roxane	was	with	the	robbers,	too.	She	turned	her	back	on	Farid	when	she	noticed	him	looking	at	her.
She	treated	him	like	air	-	as	if	he	had	never	returned	to	the	land	of	the	living,	as	if	he	were	only	a	ghost,	an
ill-intentioned	 ghost	 who	 had	 devoured	 her	 husband’s	 heart.	 “What	 was	 it	 like	 being	 dead,	 Farid?”
Meggie	had	asked	him.	But	he	couldn’t	remember.	Or	perhaps	he	didn’t	want	to	remember.

Orpheus	was	standing	barely	two	paces	away	from	him,	shivering	in	the	thin	shirt	he	wore.	The	Prince
had	told	him	he	must	change	his	light-colored	suit	for	a	dark	cloak	and	woolen	trousers.	But	in	spite	of	the
clothes	he	still	looked	like	a	cuckoo	among	sparrows.	Fenoglio	was	watching	Orpheus	like	an	old	tomcat
keeping	 a	 wary	 eye	 on	 a	 young	 one	 who	 has	 invaded	 his	 territory.	 “He	 looks	 a	 fool!”	 Fenoglio	 had
whispered	this	comment	to	Meggie	just	loud	enough	for	everyone	to	hear	it.	“Look	at	him.	A	callow	youth,
knows	nothing	about	life,	how	is	he	going	to	be	able	to	write?	It	might	well	be	best	to	send	him	straight
back,	but	never	mind.	There’s	no	saving	this	wretched	story	now,	anyway.”

He	was	 probably	 right.	 But	why	 hadn’t	 he	 at	 least	 tried	 to	write	Dustfinger	 back?	Didn’t	 he	 care
anything	 for	 the	 characters	 he	 had	 created?	Was	 he	 just	moving	 them	 like	 pawns	 in	 a	 game	 of	 chess,
enjoying	their	pain?

Farid	clenched	his	fists	in	helpless	anger.	I	would	have	tried,	he	thought.	A	hundred	times,	a	thousand
times,	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	But	he	couldn’t	even	read	those	strange	little	signs!	The	few	that	Dustfinger
had	taught	him	would	never	be	enough	to	bring	him	back	from	where	he	was	now.	Even	if	he	wrote	his
name	in	letters	of	fire	on	the	walls	of	the	Castle	of	Night,	Dustfinger’s	face	would	remain	as	terribly	still
as	when	he	last	saw	it.



No,	only	Orpheus	could	try	it.	But	he	hadn’t	written	a	single	word	since	Meggie	read	him	here.	He
just	stood	there	-	or	paced	up	and	down,	up	and	down,	while	the	robbers	watched	him	suspiciously.	The
glances	Silvertongue	cast	him	were	not	very	friendly,	either.	He	had	 turned	pale	when	he	saw	Orpheus
again.	For	a	moment	Farid	had	thought	he	would	seize	Cheeseface	and	beat	him	to	a	pulp,	but	Meggie	had
taken	his	hand	and	drawn	him	away.	Whatever	the	two	of	them	had	said	to	each	other,	she	wasn’t	telling
Farid.	She	had	known	that	her	father	would	not	approve	if	she	read	Orpheus	here,	but	she	had	done	it	all
the	same.	For	him.	Was	Orpheus	interested	in	any	of	that?	Oh	no.	He	was	still	acting	as	if	his	own	voice,
not	Meggie’s,	had	brought	him	here.	Stuck-up,	thrice-accursed	son	of	a	bitch!

“Farid?	Have	you	made	up	your	mind?”	Farid	came	out	of	his	gloomy	thoughts.	Meggie	was	standing
in	front	of	him.	“You	will	come	with	us,	won’t	you?	Resa	says	you	can	stay	with	us	as	long	as	you	like,
and	Mo	doesn’t	mind,	either.”

Silvertongue	 was	 still	 standing	 with	 the	 robbers,	 talking	 to	 the	 Black	 Prince.	 Farid	 saw	 Orpheus
watching	the	two	of	them…then	he	began	pacing	up	and	down	once	more,	rubbed	his	forehead,	smoothed
back	his	hair,	muttered	as	if	talking	to	himself.	Like	a	lunatic,	thought	Farid.	I’ve	pinned	my	hopes	on	a
lunatic!

“Wait	here.”	He	turned	away	from	Meggie	and	went	over	 to	Orpheus.	“I’m	going	with	Meggie,”	he
said	brusquely.	“You	can	go	wherever	you	like.”

Cheeseface	 straightened	his	glasses.	 “What	 are	you	 talking	about?	Of	 course	 I’m	coming	with	you!
After	all,	I	want	to	see	everything	-	the	Wayless	Wood,	the	Laughing	Prince’s	castle.”	He	looked	up	at	the
hill.	 “And	 of	 course	 I’d	 have	 liked	 to	 see	 the	 Castle	 of	Night,	 too,	 but	 after	 what’s	 happened	 here,	 I
suppose	it	isn’t	a	good	time.	Well,	this	is	only	my	first	day	here…Have	you	seen	the	Adderhead	yourself?
Is	he	very	terrifying?	I’d	like	to	see	those	silver	scales	on	the	columns.	…”

“You’re	 not	 here	 to	 go	 sightseeing!”	 Farid’s	 voice	 was	 choked	 with	 anger.	 What	 on	 earth	 was
Cheeseface	thinking	of?	How	could	he	stand	there	looking	around	him	as	if	he	were	on	a	pleasure	trip,
while	Dustfinger	would	soon	be	lying	in	some	dark	crypt	or	wherever	Roxane	planned	to	take	him?

“Oh	no?”	Orpheus’s	round	face	darkened.	“Is	that	any	way	to	talk	to	me?	I’ll	do	as	I	like.	Do	you	think
I’ve	 finally	 arrived	where	 I	 always	wanted	 to	be	 just	 to	have	a	 snotty	boy,	who	has	no	business	here,
anyway,	order	me	around?	You	think	words	can	simply	be	plucked	from	the	empty	air?	This	is	all	about
Death,	you	stupid	boy!	It	could	take	months	for	me	to	get	the	right	idea.	Who	knows?	You	don’t	call	up
ideas	 just	 like	 that,	not	even	with	 fire,	and	we	need	a	brilliant,	a	divine	 idea.Which	means”	 -	Orpheus
inspected	his	fingernails	-	“that	I	shall	need	a	servant!	Or	do	you	want	me	to	waste	my	time	washing	my
own	clothes	and	finding	myself	something	to	eat?”

The	dog.	The	accursed	dog.	“Very	well.	I’ll	be	your	servant,	too.”	Farid	brought	the	words	out	only
with	difficulty.	“If	you	will	bring	him	back.”

“Excellent!”	Orpheus	smiled.	“Then,	 for	a	start,	get	me	some	food.	 It	 looks	as	 if	we’re	going	 to	be
embarking	on	a	long	and	uncomfortable	march.”

Farid	gritted	his	teeth,	but	of	course	he	obeyed.	He	would	have	scraped	the	silver	from	the	towers	of
the	Castle	of	Night	to	get	Dustfinger	breathing	again.

“Farid?	What	is	it?	Are	you	coming	with	us?”	Meggie	stepped	into	his	path	as	he	ran	past	her,	with
bread	and	dried	meat	for	Cheeseface	in	his	pockets.

“Yes	-	yes,	we’re	coming	with	you!”	He	flung	his	arms	around	her	neck,	but	only	once	he	saw	that
Silvertongue’s	 back	 was	 turned	 to	 him.	 You	 never	 knew	 with	 fathers.	 “I’ll	 save	 him,	 Meggie!”	 he
whispered	in	her	ear.	“I’ll	bring	Dustfinger	back.	This	story	will	have	a	happy	ending.	I	swear!”
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