


[image: Front Cover of The Colour of Revenge By Cornelia Funke]







[image: ]


Praise for INKHEART

. . . a breathtakingly fast-moving tale.


INDEPENDENT



. . . one of the outstanding children’s novels of the year.


THE TIMES



I don’t think I’ve ever read anything that conveys so well the joys, terrors and pitfalls of reading.


DIANA WYNNE JONES, THE GUARDIAN



. . . the ideas about the relationship of author, characters and reader are so fascinating and resonant that it has to be a favourite for any bibliophile.


THE SUNDAY TIMES



. . . a story that celebrates books, and the conclusion is especially satisfying.


HORN BOOK



A complex . . . tale of life and literature, creating almost 600 pages of endless delight.


THE IRISH TIMES



Suspenseful, darkly comic tale of 12-year-old Meggie, who discovers the perils of fictional characters coming to life.


TIME MAGAZINE



As beguiling as the trompe l’oeil painting on its cover.


THE NEW YORK TIMES










A MESSAGE FROM CHICKEN HOUSE




I’ve longed for Cornelia to return to the amazing worlds of Inkheart, and to beloved favourites like Dustfinger and Meggie. Now she has with this fourth adventure, with characters new and old facing a fresh threat of murder and revenge! This is truly widescreen storytelling – with a real genius touch of magical imagination.

I’m also so delighted that Cornelia’s own daughter, Anna, has given this story its English-language clothes!




[image: Signature]



BARRY CUNNINGHAM




Publisher

Chicken House










[image: Title Page]










Contents



The Story So Far

1 Shadows of Flame

2 Different Words

3 New Paths

4 An Unpleasant Companion

5 Too Many Secrets

6 A Meeting in the Night

7 One After the Other

8 Death Has Many Colours

9 Only a Small Book

10 Pain and Love Are Red

11 Like Butterflies

12 Grey

13 The Girl with Flowers on Her Forehead

14 Love Is a Sharp Knife

15 Promised

16 The Quill

17 The Fastest Way

18 Fur, Feathers, Toad Skin

19 Venomous Verses

20 Malice Rewarded

21 Life Is Hard for a Glass Man

22 Fire Devours Books

23 The Sword of a Goldsmith

24 A New House, an Old Enemy

25 The Book

26 The Wrong Story

27 Brushstrokes

28 Words to Stone

29 So Cold

30 Not According to Plan

31 A Goldsmith for Orpheus

32 A Bargain

33 Fur and Feathers

34 A Harmless Woman

35 On Strings

36 Too Young

37 Roxane

38 Betrayal

39 A Dark Path

40 Inside the Shadow Reader’s House

41 Lilia

42 Two

43 Together

44 We

45 Ready

46 Twentyfold as Evil

47 Won and Lost

48 Once Upon a Time

49 A Familiar Song

50 Like a Dream

51 New Pictures, New Words

Copyright








For Ben

Who explained to me that there is only one art that has always existed.

And for Anna

Who helped to tell this story right.








Who’s Who in the Inkworld




Adderhead

Cruel prince in the Inkworld; Violante’s father.

Aquamarine

Replaces Ironstone as Orpheus’s glass man.

Ayesha

Prisoner of the Shadow Reader; Hyvin’s sister.

Balbulus of Cipressa

Violante’s illuminator in Ombra Castle; also known as the Great Balbulus.

Baldassare Rinaldi

Failed troubadour and assassin.

Battista

One of the Motley Folk; actor, mask-maker, trusted friend of the Black Prince.

Bear

Constant companion of the Black Prince.

Black Prince

Nyame; king of the Motley Folk, leader of the robbers; friend of Dustfinger since childhood.

Bluejay

Legendary robber, invented by Fenoglio; part played by Mo.

Brianna

Daughter of Dustfinger and Roxane; Violante’s maid.

Castle of Night

Castle of the Adderhead.

Cimarosa

Wine merchant in Grunico.

Civetta

One of the good Women of the Woods; takes the shape of an owl.

Cosimo the Fair

Husband of Violante, lover of Brianna; killed in battle with the Adderhead’s army.

Dante

Young son of Mo and Resa Folchart.

Darius

Elinor’s librarian.

Donatella

One of Violante’s maids.

Doria

Meggie’s partner; younger brother of the Strong Man.

Dustfinger

Nardo, the Fire-Dancer; fire-eater, wanderer between worlds; husband of Roxane, father of Brianna.

Elinor Loredan

Resa’s aunt, Meggie’s great-aunt.

Enrico Scappato

Orpheus’s real name.

Farid

Dustfinger’s pupil; accidentally read out of A Thousand and One Nights.

Fenoglio

The Inkweaver; author of Inkheart and inventor of the Inkworld.

Fire-Dancer

See Dustfinger.

Four-Eyes

See Orpheus.

Giovanna

Pupil of the Shadow Reader.

Grappa

Orpheus’s guard; son of Luca Buratti.

Grunico

City in the north, where Orpheus lives.

Gwin

Dustfinger’s horned marten.

Haniah

Nyame’s little sister, who died as a child.

Her Ugliness

See Violante.

Hyvin

Sister of Ayesha.

Inkweaver

See Fenoglio.

Ironstone

Orpheus’s glass man.

Jacopo

Son of Violante and Cosimo the Fair; grandson of the Adderhead.

Jasper

Mo’s glass man.

Jehan

Goldsmith; Roxane’s son, Dustfinger’s stepson.

Lazaro

The Strong Man; older brother of Doria.

Lilia

Friend of Jehan, raised by the Women of the Woods.

Luca Buratti

Grappa’s father; butcher.

Meggie

Daughter of Mo and Resa Folchart, partner of Doria; silver tongue.

Mia

Volpe’s daughter.

Minerva

Fenoglio’s landlady.

Mo

Mortimer Folchart; bookbinder, Resa’s husband, Meggie’s father; also known as Silvertongue and formerly as the Bluejay.

Mortimer Folchart

See Mo.

Moss-women

Healers.

Nardo

First name of Dustfinger.

Nyame

First name of the Black Prince.

Ombra

Town in the Inkworld ruled by Violante.

Orpheus Gemelli

Writer and reader; born Enrico Scappato.

Prince

See Black Prince.

Rabbia

The Shadow Reader.

Resa

Teresa Folchart; Mo’s wife, Meggie’s mother.

Rinaldi

See Baldassare Rinaldi.

Rosenquartz

Fenoglio’s glass man.

Rosetta

One of Violante’s maids.

Rospo

One of the good Women of the Woods; takes the shape of a toad.

Roxane

Dustfinger’s wife; healer; formerly one of the Motley Folk.

Rudolf

Orpheus’s servant.

Serafina Cavole

One of Orpheus’s students.

Shadow Reader

One of the evil Women of the Woods; draws her magic from the shadows of the world.

Silvertongue

See Mo.

Strong Man

Lazaro, older brother of Doria; one of the Black Prince’s most loyal companions.

Taddeo

Violante’s librarian.

Violante

Ruler of Ombra; daughter of the Adderhead, widow of Cosimo the Fair, mother of Jacopo; formerly known as Her Ugliness.

Volpe

One of the good Women in the Woods; takes the shape of a fox.

White Women

Handmaidens of Death.

Women of the Woods

Women who shapeshift and do magic.











The Story So Far



The events that lead up to this story fill more than 1,500 book pages. For a long time I racked my brains about how to summarize them on one double page to help the reader return to the Inkworld. Why not just refer them to the internet, Cornelia? I asked myself. There are plenty of summaries there. But then Dustfinger brought me two tightly written pages of parchment that his stepson Jehan had discovered in Orpheus’s desk.

They delivered exactly what I was looking for: a summary of the events that led to those in this book. Of course, Orpheus describes them from his point of view, so I advise reading them with caution. Nevertheless, I think that the following will help to understand how the events described in The Colour of Revenge came about.

So, here you are . . .

I, Orpheus Gemelli, am not from the Inkworld. But I have done great things in it, even if my enemies have done everything in their power to ensure that my achievements are lost from memory. Curse them, them and their lies!

Here is what really happened.

It all began with Dustfinger, also known as the Fire-Dancer, being read out of his world against his will. Oh yes, that is possible. The bookbinder Mortimer Folchart did it, the man who is also known in Ombra as the Bluejay. Mortimer does not like to admit this, but he is a silver tongue. I know, because I have the same gift. We can bring words to life with our voice. Unlike me, Mortimer never used his gift to its full potential. He lost his wife by accidentally reading her into the Inkworld, and Dustfinger spent more than ten years in the wrong world because Mortimer simply could not manage to read him back home.

The man who finally accomplished this was I, Orpheus Gemelli.

The only one who ever truly deserved to bear the title of Silvertongue.

Long before I met him on a lonely country road in a different world, I knew Dustfinger because I had read about him in Inkheart, a book written by a man named Fenoglio. In Ombra Fenoglio goes by the name Inkweaver. His own words brought him here, and he uses his gift for writing to bring useless princes like Cosimo the Fair back from the dead, and to allow giants to stomp down from the mountains. Fenoglio is an old man without a conscience, whose words cause nothing but calamity. But I didn’t know that when I read his book. Inkheart is about Dustfinger, the Fire-Dancer. It didn’t tell me that he is a liar and a traitor. I made Dustfinger the hero of my childhood.

My heart raced when he stood before me one day in flesh and blood, begging me to send him home with my silver tongue. Home to the world described in Fenoglio’s book, back to his wife and his daughters.

Oh, I was such a fool! I trusted him. I believed he was my friend, because I had read about him. It’s true that I did accept a small sum as payment for my services. So? I granted his most ardent desire. Thanks to me, he is now celebrated in all of Ombra for his fire play. Thanks to me, he has his beautiful wife back. But does he thank me for it? Not a bit of it.

Dustfinger rejected my friendship. He preferred to give it to a scruffy boy called Farid, whom Mortimer read out of an Arabian fairy tale. Dustfinger taught the devious little thief everything he knows about fire. He even died for the boy! And who was it who brought him back from the dead?

I, Orpheus.

But not even that made me worthy of his friendship. On the contrary; Dustfinger told the whole world that it was Mortimer who was his saviour!

Mortimer, the bookbinder, who also only ended up in Ombra thanks to my gifts as a reader, then donned a mask of feathers and played at being a noble robber! The Bluejay! Pah! He is still nothing but a bookbinder, even if he did once trade in his tools for a sword.

Dustfinger granted him the friendship that he denied me, the man who brought him home, the man who summoned him back from the dead!

Betrayal and ingratitude. They should all have those two words tattooed on their foreheads: Dustfinger, Mortimer and Fenoglio, whose words made a fool of me one too many times.

And they had many helpers: Mortimer’s daughter, Meggie, who regrettably inherited his silver tongue; his wife, Resa, who grew wings just to fight me at the Castle in the Lake; her aunt, Elinor, who always swore at me so rudely while I was a guest in her house; and Darius, Elinor’s shrivelled little librarian, who is also rumoured to be a silver tongue. What a congregation of liars and traitors! They all joined forces against me when I found well-deserved fame and fortune in this world – despite my voice being the very thing that brought them here!

Even Dustfinger’s wife, Roxane, and his daughter, Brianna, regarded me with nothing but disdain, although it was I who returned husband and father to them.

Betrayal.

Ingratitude.

They would not even allow Orpheus Gemelli to enjoy the patronage of the Adderhead, a prince who appreciated my gifts more than they did. Back then I dreamt of writing the future of this world, with Dustfinger as its hero. I was still willing to forgive him. But what did he do? Together with Mortimer and the Black Prince, Dustfinger’s childhood friend, he brought down the Adderhead with his fire.

‘Orpheus remembers!’ I call to them. ‘Even if you tell this world a different story.’

They put Violante, the Adderhead’s ugly daughter, on Ombra’s throne. And I had to steal away like a thief in the night and leave behind everything I had – wealth and influence, even my voice and the power it gave me over words. I lost everything. While Dustfinger and his oh-so-noble friends celebrated their victory and returned to a peaceful life in Ombra.

But I will have my revenge. And the story will be told as Orpheus writes it.

Orpheus Gemelli
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Shadows of Flame



Who’d be happy, let him be so:
Nothing’s sure about tomorrow.

Lorenzo de’ Medici

The world was black. It was night in Ombra. Only the castle walls were tinted red. On the battlements, burning shadows stood guard amongst soldiers of flesh and blood. They were there between the archways, and in the square where the living had gathered, flames taking the shapes of women, men and children. The inhabitants of Ombra had lived in peace for more than five years now. But on this cool September night they remembered all those who had given their lives for this peace. And, every year on this date, Dustfinger gave those they had lost bodies of flame.

Fire-Dancer. Dustfinger heard the crowd murmuring the name they had given him, the low voices filled with gratitude. Through him, the fire not only summoned Ombra’s dead once a year; it illuminated the city’s narrow streets at night, it warmed the houses in winter, and, when Dustfinger made the flames dance and play with him, it brought joy. The fire delivered his thanks for all the happiness Ombra had granted him.

Violante, the ruler who had kept and protected Ombra’s peace, stood on the balcony of the castle. From here she had announced both good and terrible news in the years of her reign. Her subjects no longer referred to her as ‘Her Ugliness’. ‘Violante the Brave’ they called her, sometimes even ‘the Kind’. Violante usually wore black, but tonight her dress was white, for that was the colour of mourning in Ombra.

Dustfinger’s daughter stood, as always, by Violante’s side. Brianna had inherited her father’s fiery hair, but otherwise she resembled her mother. When Roxane stepped out of the waiting crowd and bowed her head before Violante, Brianna’s face blushed with love and pride. Roxane’s long hair had turned grey with the years, and, instead of wearing it loose, she usually wore it in a braid now. But in Dustfinger’s eyes the years had only made his wife more beautiful. The crowd fell silent when Roxane began to sing. Her audience had done the same the night that Dustfinger had heard her sing for the very first time – in a much darker, grander castle, in front of princes and rich merchants. Her voice had even distracted them from her beauty.

The fire traced Roxane’s shadow on the walls as she sang of all those Ombra had lost. Her voice filled the courtyard with the longing for them, with memories of their laughter and tears, and just for one night – like Dustfinger’s fire – her song brought them back to life.

Lost and found . . .

Dustfinger let his gaze wander over the crowd.

So many faces. So many stories.

Not all of them were interwoven with his own, but some had changed the fabric of his life for ever. There was Fenoglio, whose words had brought him such misfortune, with his little glass man, Rosenquartz, who had sharpened his quills for many years, sitting on his shoulder. The little boy who clung to Fenoglio’s hand was Dante, the son of Mortimer and Resa Folchart. Resa smiled at Dustfinger when their eyes met. Their stories had often intertwined, in this world as well as in another, and they shared memories darker than the sky above them. Her husband was the best bookbinder in Ombra, but nobody had forgotten that Mortimer used to wear the mask of the Bluejay, the legendary robber. Or that he had once sacrificed his own freedom in exchange for the lives of Ombra’s children.

Stories . . .

Mortimer Folchart looked over at Dustfinger as if he had heard his thoughts. Mortimer’s voice had a different magic from Roxane’s, but luckily he had stopped making use of it many years ago. No one in Ombra knew that he and Resa, like Fenoglio, came from another world. No one except Dustfinger.

No. He didn’t want to think of that tonight: all the years in the wrong world, the all-consuming longing . . . You are here, Dustfinger, he reminded himself, as his eyes drifted from Roxane back to Brianna. You have what you longed for: your wife, your daughter, and the world that you love. Why, then, did he still feel the old restlessness that had haunted his youth? ‘You want to pack up and leave again, don’t you?’ Roxane had asked him just yesterday, only half in jest. Sing, sing, Roxane! Dustfinger thought. Just sing away the restlessness of my foolish heart.

Her voice filled the night not only with the pain of losing the ones you love, but also with the certainty that love was always worth the pain. That was certainly what Meggie, Mortimer’s daughter, felt at this moment. She was no longer a girl but a young woman, and all of Ombra loved Doria, to whom she had given her heart. How could one resist a boy who built wings from wood and linen and used them to fly off the city walls?

Roxane’s voice faded away and Dustfinger’s figures of flame turned into fiery pollen that the wind carried up into the night sky.

‘Your wife’s voice gets more beautiful each year, but your fire was not bad either.’ A warm hand settled on his shoulder. The cloak that the Black Prince wore was so blue that it made Dustfinger think of a deep lake or a dark summer sky. Nyame loved blue. Blue and gold had always been his colours, long before people had started calling him the Black Prince.

Violante waved at the crowd one last time, before she disappeared into her chambers and the castle grounds began to empty. It was a cold night without the fire.

‘Where is your marten? Is your settled life boring Gwin?’ Nyame gave Dustfinger a knowing smile. They had been friends for so long that nobody knew better how much the marten embodied Dustfinger’s restlessness. The last years had not brought peace for the Black Prince. There was always a nobleman somewhere mistreating his subjects. And, whenever Nyame allowed himself a few days’ rest in the camp of the Motley Folk, a deputation of desperate farmers was sure to show up, entreating him for help.

‘Right there! Are you blind? There, behind the gate!’ Rosenquartz’s shrill voice cut through the night. ‘There!’ The glass man almost fell off Fenoglio’s shoulder, pointing his pale red finger at the castle gates, where the people streamed past the guards.

‘Nonsense!’ Fenoglio snapped. ‘It was some other glass man. Just calm down. You are going to make yourself burst one day, getting overexcited about every figment of your imagination!’

‘My imagination?’ squealed Rosenquartz with his reedy voice. ‘It was Ironstone, I’m sure of it. And have you forgotten whom he served? Orpheus!’

Dustfinger thought he could feel his heart turn to ice.

Orpheus.

No. He was dead, or far, far away.

‘Enough!’ Fenoglio grumbled, annoyed. ‘Was Orpheus with him? No. There you are!’

‘So?’ Rosenquartz whined. ‘That doesn’t prove anything. He was sitting on the shoulder of a fellow who didn’t look trustworthy in the least!’

‘I said, enough!’ Fenoglio snapped again. ‘I’m cold, and I’m sure Minerva has already heated up the delicious soup she made this morning.’

So saying, he joined the crowd that was jostling out of the castle gates.

Dustfinger, however, stood there, staring at every shoulder for a grey-limbed glass man. How painfully fast his heart was beating. Painfully fast. Just one mention of that name had brought back all the old fear: Orpheus.

What if Rosenquartz was right? What if not only the glass man but Orpheus himself was in Ombra? Was he already sitting in some chamber, writing words that would once again rob the Fire-Dancer of everything he loved?

‘What?’ Nyame wrapped his arm around Dustfinger’s shoulder. ‘Don’t look so worried! Even if it was Orpheus’s glass man, you heard what Rosenquartz said: he has a new master now! Do you seriously believe that we wouldn’t have heard anything from Orpheus for all these years if he was still alive?’

He really did not sound worried.

But the memories came back to Dustfinger, whether he wanted them to or not. A face, red with rage, like that of a hurt boy, pale blue eyes behind round lenses, devious despite their apparent innocence. And then the voice, so full and beautiful, which had brought him back here from the wrong world: You ranged yourself on the bookbinder’s side, although he snatched you out of your own story, instead of backing me, the man who brought you home! That was cruel, very cruel.

Violante’s guards bolted the castle gates for the night, and the people who had gathered to honour the dead disappeared into the alleyways of the city. Did one of them carry the glass man who could tell him whether his master still lived?

Go, Dustfinger. Look for him!

Roxane had joined the other motley women. They wanted to meet at the camp down by the river. But Dustfinger still heard the velvet voice in his head, the one he first heard in another world: My black dog is guarding your daughter. I expect she’s terribly afraid. But I’ve ordered my dog not to feast on her sweet flesh and soul . . . just yet. The horrors of the past were so much more powerful than the fiery shadows he had summoned tonight.

‘Nardo! Are you coming?’ Nyame called, looking back at Dustfinger.

In their youth they had taken the fact that their names started with the same letter as proof that their friendship was predestined. Why had he never told Nyame – or Roxane – the truth? About the book and the other world, about all those terrible lost years and the man whose voice had brought him back here? Had life not taught him often enough how lonely keeping secrets made you?

You don’t understand, Nyame! he wanted to cry out. There is a book that tells our story. And Orpheus came to this world only because of that book.

But Dustfinger remained silent, as he had all the years since his return. The glass man must be wrong. Orpheus was dead. Or back in his world, where the Fire-Dancer and the Black Prince were nothing but heroes of a made-up story.
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Different Words



Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge.

Paul Gauguin

Rain, rain – every day! And the cold! Orpheus threw another log on the fire in the open hearth that barely heated half of his shabby chamber. True, it was the end of September, but it had been cold for weeks already!

Grunico . . . The place had sounded so promising when he had first stumbled through the city gates, half frozen. All the silver on the doors, the well-stocked shops, the fur-trimmed cloaks worn by the more well-heeled citizens – all that had promised wealth and endless possibilities. An illusion. All of it. The city paid taxes to some duke who never set foot in it, and the noble families and rich merchants who ran the town were stingy and narrow-minded. They thought Orpheus’s words too flowery and his voice too like velvet. Nobody cared for his talents. Five desolate years he had spent teaching the talentless offspring of the city’s elite the most basic rules of penmanship. Pearls before swine, day in, day out . . . Had he changed worlds for this? Had he renounced modernity – and heating that could be turned on with a single switch – for this? The question is moot, Orpheus; the door is closed! He could not count how often he had tried to read himself back into his world, but his tongue had betrayed him, just like this whole damn world. And now, to add insult to injury, his glass man, Ironstone, was once again jabbering on about all the glitz and wealth of Ombra!

The glass man detested travelling. He whined endlessly about the hardships he had to endure in order to keep his master up to date on the fates of his enemies. And Orpheus, as always, detested the news he brought back. But he just couldn’t help himself! He kept sending Ironstone to the place of his former triumph, and he kept asking himself the same tiresome question every time Ironstone reported how brilliantly his enemies were faring: How would your life have turned out, Orpheus, if your mother had never pulled Fenoglio’s book off the shelf at the shabby library where she liked to hide from your father’s bouts of rage? Yes, how? He would never have heard of Dustfinger, and would never have had the stupid idea to follow him into this world. Yes, he was only here because of the Fire-Dancer. And how had the sooty scumbag thanked him for it? He had joined forces with the bookbinder and all his other enemies.

Stop it, Orpheus!

Due to his diminutive size, it took the glass man months to return, so these days Orpheus sent him off with a companion – Baldassare Rinaldi, a so-called troubadour. Orpheus had hated every form of music ever since he was a child, and Rinaldi’s songs pained his ears more than anything else they had ever had the misfortune to hear. However, at the wine bar where Orpheus had first spotted him, it was not Rinaldi’s bad songs he’d noticed but the cunning with which he stole from the guests. After a cup of wine, which he emptied like a hardened drinker, Rinaldi had boasted that, as well as composing songs, he was also a talented murderer, and, for the right price, he could rid Orpheus of any enemy.

Any enemy . . . Of course, Orpheus had immediately thought of Dustfinger. But how did one kill a man whom the White Women had released? Ever since then, he was said to be immortal. Never mind that slitting his throat or a knife in the back could never make up for all the humiliation the Fire-Dancer had caused him.

Ironstone was still chirping away about all the wealth and happiness that the allies of Ombra enjoyed. Blah, blah, blah! They now called their ruler Violante the Brave. Ha! She had looked at him with such disdain, he remembered, when he had proposed they rule Ombra together. Now she sold her jewels to feed the poor. She had clearly spent too much time with that noble fool Mortimer. Oh yes, Orpheus would also like to see him dead, of course, as well as his wife and daughter, not to mention the Inkweaver, as Fenoglio liked to call himself. But his loathing for them was nothing but a glimmering matchstick compared to his hatred for the Fire-Dancer. If only he could have put it into words – words so powerful they would burn Dustfinger in his very own flames! But no. The Fire-Dancer had long stopped being the tragic hero whom Orpheus had loved in a book. Ombra celebrated Dustfinger. Even his fire-breathing apprentice was now famous all the way to Lotheraine.

It made Orpheus feel so sick he actually vomited into a bucket.

Damn! Why hadn’t he sent them all to their deaths while the words still obeyed him? Fenoglio’s words, Orpheus! a voice whispered in his head. So? It was his tongue that had breathed life into them. Before the words had turned into a useless lump inside his mouth. Orpheus had stolen three books, filled with the Inkweaver’s words, from Violante. But all the fantasies of revenge that he had composed, cobbled together from those words, had remained lifeless ink. No matter how many times he had read them.

‘He’s built wings and flies more than six hundred feet with them, master!’ Ironstone made no effort to hide how impressed he was with the inventiveness of Doria, the boy who was courting Mortimer’s daughter, Meggie.

Brilliant. Just brilliant. Orpheus hoped he would break her heart, and she would throw herself off the city walls. Without the wings that her beloved had built.

‘Just shut up! I have heard more than enough. Sharpen a few quills and pack the ink,’ Orpheus snapped at the glass man. ‘We have to go. I have a new student.’

‘But I have to rest from the journey,’ Ironstone complained.

‘Oh yes?’ Orpheus retorted, squeezing his toes into the worn-out boots that he had taken to the cobbler far too many times. ‘Do not think that I am gullible enough to believe that your exhaustion is a result of the journey! You spend your time hanging around taverns with Rinaldi. Why else do you bring back nothing but prattle and propaganda? Enough! Not another word!’

If only he could have headed to Ombra himself. But Dustfinger’s fire was burnt into his memory all too clearly. And then there were the White Women, who liked to act as Mortimer’s guardian angels. Never mind his legendary abilities with a sword . . . No! His enemies must not find out where he was hiding. Not as long as he had neither money nor power.

The rain ran into Orpheus’s collar as soon as he stepped out into the alley, and by the time he reached the next corner he was as drenched as a stray dog. The coat he wore had been sewn by the Adderhead’s court tailor himself, but not even the most skilful of glass women could mend it without the patches being visible any more. Wealth was a drug that Orpheus had tasted only when he reached this world, and the withdrawal pained him badly. Well, no point in complaining! Ironstone found endless things to complain about. On his shoulder, the glass man was actually moaning about the rain. How could it possibly bother him, with his glass skin? Orpheus snapped at him to shut up – and stepped in a puddle that filled his boot with watery goat dung. No! Triple-cursed No! He had read unicorns into this world, brightly coloured fairies, leaf men . . . He had been the only one who could make the Bluejay quake in his boots with fear!

A carriage clattered over the cobblestones and drenched the clothes of everyone on foot with filth. The rich merchant staring out of the window merely cast a bored glance at Orpheus’s rain-soaked figure. A nobody – that was what he was once again. Without power, money or words, with a voice that didn’t even scare the mice that ate his bread.

Orpheus stopped in front of a giant door studded with silver. Here lived his new customer, Alessio Cavole, in one of the most splendid residences in town, because he paid his weavers so poorly that all of Grunico called them the starvation-weavers.

The servant who opened the door surveyed him with such condescension that Orpheus wished he had a crow and not a glass man on his shoulder, who’d pick out the eyes of this self-important toerag. The servant impatiently waved Orpheus through the entry hall, whose walls were covered in the hideous carved masks found all over Grunico. They were said to keep away wicked mountain spirits, but in Orpheus’s experience they only caused terrible nightmares. In all these years, his only comfort had been that Fenoglio’s words seemed to have as little authority in Grunico as his own. None of the creatures believed to haunt the surrounding forests and ravines featured in Inkheart. Manikins, muggestuts and wingers, furry goblins whose name nobody dared speak out loud, man-eating spiders and goats . . . There was no mention of any of them in Fenoglio’s book (and Orpheus knew every word by heart). Which just went to show that the Inkweaver had merely described a tiny part of this world, and had certainly not invented it.

The servant led Orpheus into living quarters that had ceilings almost as high as in the Adderhead’s castle. Carved furniture from Venetia, carpets from Parsia, tapestries that warmed the cold walls . . . For the wealthy, Grunico was a pleasant place to live. For them there were theatres, house concerts, receptions, feasts that lasted days. But not for you, Orpheus.

His new student stood in the middle of the room with a grim expression on her face. Serafina Cavole was the youngest daughter of the cloth merchant. She wore her ash-blonde hair in tight plaits, as was the custom for girls her age in Grunico, but her dress, embroidered with silver thread, was that of a young woman. Orpheus’s lessons were probably intended to help marry her off well.

‘Sit.’ His voice tended to become hoarse when the weather was bad; it was still like velvet, but threadbare, worn velvet . . .

The book he used for his lessons came from the library of a banker whose untalented son was one of his students. The theft had gone unnoticed, as expected. Grunico’s wealthy considered books a sign of status but had little inclination to open them. Admittedly, that had been no different in his old world.

Without a word, Orpheus’s student sat down at the desk that a servant brought in for the lesson, and reached for the quill that Ironstone slid her way. The glass man kept complaining that his talents were wasted on these writing exercises. Orpheus had even caught Ironstone trying his hand at drawing elaborate intertwined initials decorated with tiny faces, but he showed little talent for the art of book illumination; his tiny hands drew far too much detail.

‘My method is as follows.’ Orpheus opened the book while Ironstone stirred the ink. ‘If you misspell a word, my glass man will walk through the wet ink. Should you dillydally or skip entire words, he will pour ink over your sheet of paper.’

Ironstone smiled viciously, as he took up his position next to the inkpot. The promise of punishments consoled him somewhat for being little more than a quill-holder during these lessons.

Serafina Cavole misspelt many words. By all the Night-Mares of this world – she was even worse than the jeweller’s daughter who stuck her tongue between her teeth for every word with more than three letters. The two of them, with their dribbling quills, merely deepened Orpheus’s contempt for words. Once they had held entire worlds, summoned riches and power. Words had been the beginning and end of all things for him. Now they were nothing but a collection of ill-written letters.

‘The farmer ploughs his field, protected by the sword of the prince whom he serves. What are you waiting for? Write!’

Serafina Cavole set her quill to the rag paper and gave him a hostile stare.

Orpheus found the strip of parchment two weeks later, while he was washing down his meagre dinner with a jug of cheap wine. He was sitting at the very table where, for so many years, he had tried in vain to breathe life into Fenoglio’s words. The wooden tabletop was scorched – one night, driven by rage and frustration, Orpheus had burnt the three Bluejay books on it, hoping that Mortimer would at least feel the fire, even if he could not feel his words. But no, Mortimer Folchart was binding books, and half the Inkworld was rumoured to travel to Ombra for them. Curse him! When would the day of his vengeance finally come? Never, Orpheus! He was nothing more than a minor character, who had no impact on the course of this story.

Orpheus tipped wine into his cup so carelessly that some slopped over the book from which he dictated to his students. Swearing, he tried to separate the soaked pages, and came upon the strip of parchment. It was covered in tiny letters that were too well formed to have been written by one of his students. And the words . . .


A brew of blood and nettle juice

Your wish with magic will infuse

And then the man of glass shall squirm

In agony just like a worm.



Orpheus raised his head, listening. A glassy panting came from behind the empty jug of wine. Ironstone lay behind it, pressing his hands to his stomach, moaning. He was writhing so violently that his boots had scratched the table.

Incredible!

And then the man of glass shall squirm . . . Oh, this was really fantastic. But who had put the strip of parchment in the book? Orpheus stared down at the well-formed letters. Serafina Cavole . . . she had been his last student. Yes, it must have been her. He had left her for a few minutes during today’s lesson to inform her mother that she would need a lot more sessions than they had originally planned. So that was why she had been indifferent to Ironstone leaving his footprints in her ink no less than a dozen times. She had known she would have her revenge!

But who had written the words for her?

Ironstone was still writhing, his face contorted in pain, when Orpheus had Rudolf, his servant, bring his coat. He couldn’t really afford paid help, but Rudolf cooked and cleaned for a pittance, and thereby preserved the illusion that his master still belonged to the upper classes.

For once, the sky outside was clear when Orpheus headed back towards the Cavole house. The light of a pale moon streaked the stones beneath the colonnades that sheltered the citizens of Grunico from the rain along its finer streets. An old beggar-woman reached for Orpheus’s hand as he rushed past, attempting to read his fortune. He shoved her away so roughly that she fell to the ground. His fortune was not written yet, oh no, and maybe it would not be as dire as it had seemed just a few hours ago, after all.

The door was opened by the same bad-tempered servant. His face showed clearly that he found this late-night visit highly inappropriate but Orpheus told him that he was bringing – admittedly very belated – homework for his student.

Serafina Cavole was not foolish enough to believe this excuse. Orpheus could tell that she knew why he had come.

‘Make it stop!’ he snapped at her. ‘Right now.’ Why bother with niceties? ‘I still need the glass man, but I want to know who wrote those words for you.’

Serafina quickly glanced at the door that the servant had closed behind him. Orpheus was not sure whether it was in hope or in fear of seeing her parents. Her expressionless face was difficult to read.

Finally, she held out an expectant hand.

Orpheus hesitated, but then he pulled the strip of parchment from his pocket and gave it to her. She spat on the words three times and handed it back to him.

‘That’s it?’

A nod.

‘So, who wrote the words? What else can he make happen?’

‘She.’ Serafina stared at him stubbornly. ‘She made a boy fall in love with me.’

By the devil, Grunico was a more dangerous place than he’d thought! And a much more interesting one.

‘Who is this she? Did you hear her read the words out loud? You have to read them out loud to make them come true, right?’

The cloth merchant’s daughter frowned.

‘Read them out loud?’ she repeated, with infuriating condescension in her voice. ‘Why would you read them out loud? Nobody is meant to hear them. And the words are not important anyway. Sometimes the spell is just a brew. Or a piece of cake.’

Brew? Cake? Was she trying to make a fool of him? No, she sounded quite convinced of what she was saying. But what was that supposed to mean: the words are not important anyway? There was no other magic in this world. Well, except perhaps for Dustfinger’s fire magic. But other than that?

A brew of blood and nettle juice . . . The words on the strip of parchment had completely dissolved. Only a grey haze hinted at where they had been.

‘This she . . . Where can I find her?’

This time the shake of her head was very decisive. ‘Nobody knows where she is. You die when you get too close to her. You only meet her pupil. A friend got the spell for me. I paid her with one of my mother’s rings.’

Orpheus threatened to show the strip of parchment to her parents, to get more information out of her, but Serafina just pressed her lips together and remained silent. She really was afraid. Had his name, or that of Fenoglio, ever inspired such fear? A shudder ran over Orpheus’s chilled skin.

When he grabbed the stupid thing by her plaits to try to shake the name of her friend out of her, she shrieked so loudly that her mother came rushing in. The servant did not try to hide his delight at seizing Orpheus by his worn-out collar and shoving him out into the dark street.

Words that dissolved in saliva. Blood and nettle venom. Brews and cake. Orpheus’s mind raced as he wiped the dirt off his clothes and hastily made his way home along the rain-wet pavement.

You die when you get too close to her.

Ironstone was still alive when Orpheus returned to the draughty chamber. The glass man was snoring, exhausted, in the drawer where he had made himself a bed of rags and bird feathers. Well . . . the words on the parchment had said nothing about killing him.

The words are not important anyway . . .

Rudolf stood in the shabby kitchen they shared with the other inhabitants of the building, making one of his flavourless soups.

‘Who do you go to in this city if you want to buy an evil spell? And don’t tell me there is no such thing.’

Rudolf pulled his head down between his shoulders like a chicken threatened with the axe. But he needed the work – he had four children to feed. The youngest had made him a widower.

‘You can try at the enchanted alder tree,’ he murmured. ‘But its magic often makes people sick. Beyond that, there is only the Woman of the Woods.’

Enchanted alder tree? And who was the Woman of the Woods? Both were definitely not in Fenoglio’s book. Inkheart was probably much like a travel guide, which only described one country and made no mention of those that lay beyond oceans and mountain ranges.

‘Tell me about this Woman of the Woods! Go on!’

Rudolf chucked some root vegetables into his murky soup. ‘One does not speak of her. She is a Shadow Reader.’

‘A what?’

‘There are the good and the bad Women of the Woods. The evil ones learn their magic from the shadows, the good ones from the light.’

Oh, that sounded interesting.

‘So? Where can I find this Shadow Reader? Think of your hungry children!’

Rudolf bent low over the pot he was stirring.

‘You leave a message and silver offering at the old cemetery,’ he finally said. ‘Then her pupil will come to the enchanted alder tree in the forest and receive your wish. The wish and then the payment.’

He spoke the last word as if it could burn his lips.

Payment. Well, that could be discussed later.

A woman who spoke to the shadows. For the first time in years, Orpheus felt something like hope stirring in him. He could hear it whisper. No: it screeched like the ravens on the wet roofs outside, howled like the wolves that hunted in the surrounding mountains at night. How could he have thought so little of Grunico? It would deliver him his revenge, through magic that tasted of nettle juice and blood, dirty and dark and surely so much more powerful than Fenoglio’s words.

Rudolf looked at him with eyes that life had taught to fear the world. ‘Do not bargain with her, master! Go to the good ones. Their magic is full of light. There is said to be one only sixty miles from here. The other one brings only darkness. And despair.’

Orpheus’s heart beat as if it wanted to drum his revenge into existence. Perfect. That was exactly what he needed.

‘Forget the light!’ he said. ‘I want shadow! The darkest of them all!’
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New Paths



There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is.

Albert Einstein

When Nyame, the Black Prince returned to Ombra, a month had gone by since Dustfinger had allowed the dead to visit the living. The farmers had ploughed their harvested fields and had picked their olives. The markets smelt of truffles and mushrooms, and the Folcharts were hosting a feast at their house to say farewell to Meggie. She was going on a journey, with Doria.

The alleyways of Ombra slowly filled with the silence of the night, but the house of the Folcharts was humming like a beehive when Nyame stepped through the narrow door. Half the city had come, but Mortimer did not look at all happy.

‘They want to go to Andaluz – it’s at least a three-week journey,’ he whispered to Nyame as he waved him into his workshop. ‘Don’t you think that is a little reckless? It is already October! The winter storms will start soon and there is said to be a sea monster along the route.’

When it came to his children, the whole world scared Mortimer, yet as the Bluejay, Nyame had rarely come across a more fearless fighter.

‘Yes, I’ve heard of the sea monster.’ Nyame had to hide his smile. ‘It’s not reported to be very big. Trust me, Meggie has made it through much greater dangers unscathed.’

Mortimer gave him a warm hug, but Nyame turned away quickly so his friend could not see the pain on his face. He was waiting for a lance wound on his shoulder to heal. Violante’s son, Jacopo, was following in his sinister grandfather’s footsteps. He and his friends had taken to terrorizing the villages that lay in the shadow of the Castle of Night. The lance had caught Nyame as he pulled one of them off his horse, but he didn’t want Mortimer to know about any of this. He knew Resa worried that their friendship might one day bring back the Bluejay, but Nyame had no intention of turning the best bookbinder in the land back into a robber.

One of the freshly bound books on Mortimer’s workbench contained Resa’s drawings of grass fairies, glass men and river nymphs. The images were done by a true master, even though they were very different from those that Balbulus, the famous illuminator, drew for Violante. Nyame liked Resa’s drawings better. She loved what she drew, while Balbulus always seemed detached from what he depicted.

‘But they are both still so young!’ Mortimer absent-mindedly rubbed his arm where he’d been badly wounded when they’d defended a village near the Castle of Night together. The scars on his skin would always tell the robber’s story.

‘Young? Doria has had to fend for himself since he was ten. Has his brother ever told you what kind of childhood those two survived? Trust me, a sea monster is nothing in comparison.’

Lazaro, Doria’s older brother, was known as the Strong Man because of his size; luckily, he had eventually been able to protect Doria and his mother from their drunkard of a father.

‘Do you know why they want to go to Andaluz in particular?’

The queen there was rumoured to eat pearls to lighten her complexion, to make it as white as snow, and doubled the taxes on subjects with dark skin.

‘A merchant told Doria about a mirror there that takes you to another world.’

Another world? Nyame could not read the look on Mortimer’s face. This one was more than enough for him, Nyame thought; even if he were to live for a hundred years, he would only know a small fraction of it.

‘They’re young,’ he said. ‘And they want to find their own place. One that is theirs alone, not their parents’. Surely you remember that feeling?’

Mortimer stayed silent, as if he were not sure that he did. ‘Well, so be it,’ he finally said. ‘I hope for Doria’s sake that he returns my daughter safely.’

Meggie had proved more than once that she was very capable of looking after herself, but Nyame did not voice this thought. She and Dante were the greatest treasures Mortimer possessed. He would never be able to let Meggie go without worrying, even if a hundred men were protecting her.

Nyame opened the second book on Mortimer’s workbench. Its pictures, too, were drawn by Resa. She had illustrated some of the fairy tales Fenoglio had written for the children of Ombra.

‘Violante should have asked Resa to illustrate the book she had made about the Bluejay.’ Nyame cursed his words the moment he spoke them. He immediately saw the Bluejay on Mortimer’s face. Hadn’t he sworn never to remind him of it?

‘It’s strange, isn’t it?’ Mortimer murmured. ‘The worst memories make for the best stories.’

‘Not always. Some are too dark.’ Nyame closed the book and ran his hand over the binding. Mortimer had embossed it with golden moths. Nobody made books as beautiful as Mortimer Folchart. And the books would continue to tell stories even when they were all long dead and forgotten. It was good that the Bluejay was a bookbinder now.

Nyame opened the door of the workshop and let in the noise of the full house. ‘Let’s go and join the others. I brought something for Meggie that will help her avoid the sea monster.’

It took a while to find Meggie in the dense crowd of friends and neighbours squeezed into the house where the Folcharts had lived for the last five years. Nyame, like Dustfinger, had grown up among the Motley Folk, moving from place to place, without a home like this. He still liked living that way. He did not miss the solid walls, though they did make life safer at times. And though he had lost much on the journey. Not now, Nyame, he told himself, as he followed Mortimer through the crowded rooms. He did not want to bring any shadows into a house that was so full of joy.

Even Dustfinger’s daughter Brianna had come – she only rarely left the castle. She stood with Lazaro and her younger brother, Jehan, whom the people of Ombra called the boy with the golden hands, because even the most experienced of goldsmiths paled with envy when they saw what came out of Jehan’s workshop. All the guests had brought presents. Lazaro had made saddlebags, Meggie’s friends had sewn travel dresses, and the notebook whose blank pages Meggie was absent-mindedly flipping through had, of course, been made by her father.

Meggie looked very like her mother, but Nyame also saw much of Mortimer in her features. Her embrace was just as warm as her father’s, though she did notice Nyame wince with pain.

‘It is nothing,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘Just a scratch. Don’t tell your father.’

She thanked him with a smile. Meggie had had more than enough reason to be afraid for her father. And perhaps it was no coincidence that she had fallen in love with a boy who, even though he was capable of fighting, did not think much of it. Doria had grown up with a very violent father, and from an early age had preferred to rely on his wits rather than on his strength or a weapon.

Nyame had commissioned his best scout to draw a map for their journey. The sea monster that was causing Mortimer such concern was depicted on it, as well as a winged horse that was rumoured to live near the coast, although its existence was highly disputed.

Meggie studied the map in delight. ‘Resa is happy that we are going, but Mo is terribly worried,’ she whispered to Nyame. Meggie had always called her father Mo, even when, to everyone else, he had been the Bluejay. ‘We have been in Ombra for so long now. I think Mo doesn’t want to hear how much bigger this world is! But I want to see the sirens that live at the Bottomless Lake, the meadows where the glass women weave golden yarn from the sunlight. And have you heard about the Iron Man, who has been forged from the swords of the fallen? Jehan told Doria about him.’

That story Nyame had not heard. This world had so many secrets it was impossible to discover them all in one lifetime, he thought again.

Meggie put the notebook back down. Nyame saw her blush and knew straight away who was standing in the doorway.

Farid had grown up as well. He was almost as tall as Nyame now. Was the daughter of the Bluejay still in love with him? There was love that was rekindled every time you saw each other. Nyame had experienced it himself, and he didn’t want Doria to get hurt – he was almost like a son to him. But even though the sight of Farid still made her blush, Meggie merely hugged him like a good friend, and his eyes immediately searched the room for his old teacher, the Fire-Dancer. Dustfinger, though, was keeping them all waiting.

Farid was just warning Doria and Meggie of a giant bull that was causing mayhem in Andaluz when the Fire-Dancer suddenly appeared at the door with Battista. The expression on Dustfinger’s face told Nyame immediately that something was wrong. He greeted Farid with a nod, then waved him, Nyame and Mortimer over to the quietest corner of the room.

‘Your bear found this,’ he whispered, and Battista pulled something from the pouch on his belt. It was a small piece of wood, barely longer than Nyame’s ring finger, intricately carved. The top third was shaped into shoulders and a head; the face was so lifelike that Farid ran his fingers over the carved features in disbelief. It was Nyame’s face.

‘The bear found it underneath the fur where you sleep,’ Battista said. ‘He was about to test whether it would make a good snack, but I thought we’d better show it to you.’

‘It looks like the good-luck charms they sell at the market,’ Farid said. ‘Some of them are carved figures of Violante or the Bluejay. Sometimes even of me and Dustfinger,’ he added, not without pride.

But Battista shook his head. ‘Nobody can carve a face like this. There is no trace of a tool of any sort. It looks as if the face has grown out of the wood!’ Battista knew what he was talking about. He usually hid his pockmarked face behind masks that he carved or sewed from leather. Joy, rage, pain . . . Battista’s masks sometimes expressed those emotions more eloquently than a living face.

Mortimer took the piece of wood from his hand and studied it from all angles, with obvious concern. ‘I saw just such a thing this morning! Dante showed me one with Meggie’s face. I told him to put it back where he found it, because I thought it was a gift from Doria.’
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An Unpleasant Companion



A belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary; men alone are quite capable of every wickedness.

Joseph Conrad, Under Western Eyes

The Fire-Dancer had almost caught him! On the back of his glass neck Ironstone could still feel the heat of the flaming rope Dustfinger had thrown at him, but he was fast. Oh yes, faster than all of them with their lumbering, fleshy limbs. And the carving under the bed of Mortimer’s pretty daughter had been the last one he’d needed to go back and collect.

Ironstone had to admit that the cursed things gave him the creeps. When Orpheus had first handed them to him, they’d been nothing but a dozen featureless pieces of wood, but now they had faces.

‘That’s none of your business!’ Orpheus had barked when Ironstone asked what they were for. ‘Hide them where they sleep. That way the wood is guaranteed to be in their presence for at least a few hours. After three days you will collect them again. But no sooner.’

Orpheus had given him a list of eleven names along with the pieces of wood. Ironstone and Rinaldi had divided the list up between them, but of course Rinaldi had only taken three names, arguing that the Black Prince and the young Firedevil were much more dangerous than the word-gobbler woman or the Inkweaver. Ridiculous. Did Ironstone not have to sneak the accursed things under the beds of the Bluejay and his daughter? And Dustfinger! But Rinaldi had just slid eight of them over to him with a nasty smile: ‘Come on, Ice, you are so much less noticeable than me!’

Ice. Shardhead. Stonezino . . . Baldassare Rinaldi had many names for Ironstone, and the glass man did not care for a single one of them. But Ironstone also had a few rather unflattering nicknames for Rinaldi: toad-singer, corny-tongue, tormentor of ears . . . He thought of a new one every day, but of course he was careful not to say them out loud. Rinaldi had an evil temper. Cursed was the day that Orpheus had made him his travelling companion! Luckily, Orpheus had at least made it very clear to Rinaldi that he wanted his glass man back in one piece. Otherwise, the scumbag would probably have sold him already to one of those men who sharpened the teeth of their fighting dogs by feeding them glass men.

As always, they’d stayed at the shabbiest inn in Ombra, because this left Rinaldi with more money to drink away in the city’s taverns. The chamber smelt of mould and mice, and the stench from the tanning troughs wafted in through the glassless windows. Rinaldi was snoring away on the bearskin he had stolen from the tanners when Ironstone returned with the small piece of wood that now had the face of the Bluejay’s daughter.

Rinaldi was a large, bulky man whose ravaged face still bore traces of his former good looks. His black shoulder-length hair was a little too black (he dyed it with wine and elderberry juice), and his fingers – as so often – were white with fairy dust. He liked to inebriate himself on it just as much as on cheap wine. Baldassare Rinaldi boasted that he had been a gifted thief since his fifth birthday, and a successful murderer since he turned eleven. He claimed to have sent more than a hundred men and women to the Beyond (a place that he imagined as a large tavern, so really he was doing his victims a favour), and loved to hold forth for hours about the complex craft of killing. He also liked brawling, and sang such sentimental verses to accompany the discordant melodies he plucked on his lute that Ironstone often secretly shoved small bits of wool into his ears.

The glass man looked down at the carving for which he had risked being singed by Dustfinger’s fire, and turned it over so he couldn’t see its face. Despite his glass skin, he shuddered at the sight.

Rinaldi kept the pouch with the other carvings in his lute case, but when Ironstone wanted to count them yesterday, he had chased him away. ‘What? Don’t you trust me, Shardhead?’ he had snarled.

What if a carving were missing? He had taken care of his eight, but he was not at all sure that Rinaldi had done the same with the other three, and Orpheus would surely take his rage out on Ironstone if his instructions were not followed to the letter. The glass man looked over at the lute case. It was right next to Rinaldi. He could always make the excuse that he had to put his last carving in with the others if Rinaldi woke up and caught him.

Yes, that’s what he would do. But he also had not had a proper meal all day, and Rinaldi kept the money Orpheus had given them for their expenses in a pouch on his belt. Surely Orpheus would not approve of Rinaldi spending most of it on fairy dust while his devoted glass man had to make do with bread, hard cheese and sour wine. No.

Luckily the bearskin on which Rinaldi was snoring made it easy for Ironstone to creep up on him, and the pouch on his greasy belt was still bursting with coins. He probably wouldn’t miss one or two. Especially since his counting abilities were as dismal as his spelling.

Ironstone pushed his tiny hands into the pouch, and slowly, very slowly, pulled out two coins and put them in his rucksack. Rinaldi let out a dazed grunt, but his eyes stayed shut as Ironstone crept over to the lute case. Rinaldi always put it right next to him when he slept. Sometimes he even put his arm around it, as if the case were his wooden lover.

The lid was heavy, but glass men are remarkably strong for their size. Ironstone had almost climbed into the case when he was grabbed by fingers sprinkled with fairy dust.

‘And what exactly do you think you’re doing, Stonezino?’ Rinaldi growled, holding Ironstone up in front of his bloodshot eyes. His voice sounded like oil. Slightly warm, rancid oil. ‘Maybe I should sell you to one of the travelling merchants who have your kind fight scorpions at the markets. They constantly need replenishments, because there is rarely more than a few splinters left of you guys.’

Oh yes. Baldassare Rinaldi had an evil heart.

‘Let go of me! I just wanted to put in the last carving!’

Rinaldi pulled it out of Ironstone’s rucksack and surveyed the tiny face. ‘Ah, look at that,’ he grunted. ‘The daughter of the Bluejay.’

He put the carving into the pouch with the others and closed the case with such force that it made Ironstone’s glass limbs rattle.

‘So?’ Ironstone asked when Rinaldi finally put him back down on the ground, where, if the situation took a turn for the worse, he could escape his fingers with a few quick moves. ‘I’ve finished my part of the list. Can you say the same? Every time I get back here, you are lying on that fur, snoring away.’

‘I got it, don’t worry, no need to bother your little glass brain about it,’ Rinaldi retorted, as he dragged his boots on over his holey socks. ‘But tonight I have other things to do. The Black Prince is holding an audition for all those wanting to join the Motley Folk, and I will present my songs to him.’

‘Your songs? What about the carving of the Prince? He is Dustfinger’s best friend.’

‘Calm down. That’s already taken care of. Tonight I am seeking out the king of the Motley Folk for my own ends!’ Rinaldi pulled the small silver mirror that he always carried with him out of his pocket. ‘Baldassare Rinaldi,’ he murmured, as he spat into his hand and ran it over his dyed hair. ‘You are still a devilishly handsome man!’

The polished silver must show him a flatteringly distorted image and the fairy dust probably did the rest. There was really no other explanation for his estimation. Ironstone never ceased to be amazed by how much vanity lurked behind Rinaldi’s ruined face. He even owned a comb (of ivory) and a brush for his teeth.

‘Oh no, no!’ he said when Ironstone started to make himself comfortable on the bearskin. ‘You are coming, Stonezino. It’ll look good if I have my own glass man with me.’

Great. Ironstone groaned. He was dead tired after his flight over the roofs!

‘That is probably not the best idea!’ He sighed with well-played regret. ‘The Black Prince is not one of my admirers! I’m sure he remembers me, and will refuse to listen to your songs if he sees me. Do you really want to sacrifice your future fame to Orpheus’s old quarrels?’

Rinaldi was usually a suspicious man, but when it came to his verses, even an excuse as absurd as this one convinced him.

‘That would be most irritating,’ he murmured. ‘Va bene, you stay here, Shardface. But don’t you dare spend the time just lazing around. I need strings for my lute!’

Of course. It was not enough that he tortured everybody’s ears with his bad verses. You could step on any cat’s tail and get a more melodic sound than Rinaldi on his lute.

‘I need money for that.’ Ironstone held out his hand.

‘Money? Nonsense! I never pay for my strings. Steal them!’ Rinaldi reached for the lute case. ‘Tonight we will hand over the carvings to the Great Balbulus. But don’t get your hopes up – we are meeting him outside the castle, so no peeking into his workshop for you.’ He winked at Ironstone with a mocking smile.

Snake. Why had Ironstone told Rinaldi, of all people, that he was fed up of doing nothing but sharpening quills and making fair copies? All glass men who spent day in, day out helping writers in studies or libraries dreamt of one day making a name for themselves as illuminators. So far none of them had succeeded, but if only Ironstone could see the workshop of the Great Balbulus! He would be able to copy his methods!

Rinaldi slammed the door behind him. Excellent. That meant that Ironstone, once again, had to squeeze through the tear in the sheepskin that covered the unglazed window.

Steal them. The alley where Ombra’s instrument-makers pursued their craft was south of the tanners’ district. The seamstresses who made the clothes for Ombra’s more well-to-do inhabitants worked there as well, helped by countless glass women. Once in a while, one was amenable to a short dalliance. Ironstone sighed. It didn’t stop him feeling homesick – for his well-cushioned drawer and his life without Baldassare Rinaldi. Orpheus’s malice was so much more entertaining.
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Too Many Secrets



By the pricking of my thumbs,
Something wicked this way comes.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

Dustfinger spent all night and the following day with Farid, searching for the glass man they had discovered under Meggie’s bed. Even Nyame and Mortimer gave up eventually. But Dustfinger remembered a little too clearly the loathing on Orpheus’s face during their last encounter. Dustfinger’s fire had helped to take everything from him: power, influence, wealth. And what weighed even more heavily: he had rejected Orpheus’s friendship and shown his contempt for him by joining forces with his enemies. No, the appearance of the glass man and the carvings did not bode well. Orpheus was alive; Dustfinger no longer had any doubt about that, and their old enemy had his mind set on vengeance. If only he knew what he was planning!

I wanted to write you a better part, but you wouldn’t hear of it! It had been a long time since Orpheus had flung that reproach at him, but his velvet voice had sounded so hurt Dustfinger had never forgotten it. Why did they all want to write his life? First Fenoglio, then Orpheus. Play the part that we assign you, Fire-Dancer. He did not want a part. He had always drifted from day to day without a goal, preferring to live minute by minute rather than year by year. Perhaps that was exactly why they liked to write their stories about him – because he was a blank page, without his own plan, always playing with what life threw in his path. So what, Dustfinger? Is that so bad?

Farid disappeared to meet some girl as soon as Dustfinger told him he would abandon the search for the glass man for now. Farid had also suffered greatly at Orpheus’s hands, but he forgot easily. Even when Dustfinger reminded him of the cellar where Orpheus had almost had him killed, Farid just laughed. ‘So what? We tricked Four-Eyes pretty nicely back then. And we will do it again this time if he is planning some nastiness!’

Would they?

Roxane did not hide her anger when Dustfinger returned to the farm late once again. She only had him and Jehan to help her harvest her olives. Jehan kissed his mother goodbye and only acknowledged his stepfather’s presence with a curt nod before he returned to his workshop within Ombra’s walls.

It’s your own fault, Dustfinger! Roxane’s and Jehan’s anger, their uncomprehending looks when he tried to remind them of how dangerous Orpheus was – it was his own silence that was responsible for it all. Even Nyame’s glances asked why he was so worried about a glass man. But all these years he simply hadn’t known how he could ever explain the truth to them! And now all his lies stood between him and those he loved.

I was in a different world. Orpheus also comes from there. The man you call Inkweaver wrote a book that tells stories about all of us. Orpheus loves it so much that he prefers it over his own world and has read himself into it. His voice brought me back here.

How did that sound? As if the Fire-Dancer had lost his mind. True, he could ask Mortimer, Meggie and Elinor to confirm his story, maybe even Fenoglio, although Dustfinger still didn’t fully trust him. But none of them had heard Orpheus confess, with tears running down his cheeks, that only the Fire-Dancer and his story had helped him get through his miserable childhood. He had been his hero.

What was Orpheus planning?

The next morning Dustfinger helped Roxane take the olives she and Jehan had picked to the press. Talk to her, Dustfinger! Tell her everything, he berated himself as the golden oil flowed into the bottles. Explain the fear that she can see in your eyes.

But he remained silent. Just as he had remained silent all these years. He was still a coward. Not even death had been able to change that. The White Women had taken away his fear of the world, but not his fear of his own weakness.
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A Meeting in the Night



If I could say it in words there would be no reason to paint.

Edward Hopper

The part of Ombra where the Great Balbulus had suggested meeting probably reminded him of his childhood. Ironstone had found out some surprising things about Violante’s famous illuminator, through a glass man who had spent some time in his employ. Balbulus of Cipressa was by no means the son of a well-respected alabaster craftsman, as he claimed, but the illegitimate son of a prince who had seduced his mother and sent her child off to an orphanage.

Balbulus was already waiting for them, with the restless look of a man who knew that he would be better off not doing what he was doing, but could not bring himself to stop. A horrible stench rose from the old dye works that lay just beyond the wall behind Balbulus. There was a rumour that a giant salamander lived in the vats, who smelt like the urine that the dyers used to mix with their leaves. Only the poorest of the poor lived here, and Rinaldi cast a watchful look around as he strode, with swaying steps, towards Balbulus.

‘You are drunk again!’ Ironstone hissed in his ear. ‘Don’t you dare drop me in this stinking filth.’

Rinaldi had been drinking for hours. The Black Prince had liked neither his songs nor his lute playing. And had he really brought back the carving he had sneaked into the Prince’s sleeping quarters? ‘I put it with the others, Glass Brain,’ he’d snapped at Ironstone when he asked him about it once again. ‘Watch out! I am in the mood to snap thin necks like yours right now.’

His bloodshot eyes didn’t leave much doubt that he would love to turn his threat into reality, and Ironstone had decided to take Rinaldi’s violent temper a little more seriously in future.

Balbulus, of course, also noticed the wine on Rinaldi’s breath. He frowned and pinched his narrow lips together in disapproval. His prominent cheekbones and his slanting brown eyes made the Great Balbulus look like a human cat.

‘You are late.’ His voice was much less impressive than his face.

The night air was heavy with the stench that rose from the abandoned dye works, and the fine black cloak Balbulus wore would smell terrible when he returned to the castle. Ironstone spied a purple sleeve beneath it. The snails used to make Tyrian purple were very expensive little creatures, and you had to smash twenty thousand of them to dye a single garment. But that was probably nothing compared to the price that Violante must have paid for the gold hand she had had made to replace the hand Balbulus had lost to her father’s henchmen. The gold fingers were said to be just as nimble as those of his living hand. Dustfinger’s stepson had made it, in his already legendary workshop. Ironstone had almost advised Orpheus to include the boy on his vengeance list. But all of Ombra agreed that Dustfinger loved his former pupil Farid far more than his stepson, and the list was quite long enough.

‘It truly is an honour, Great Balbulus!’ Ironstone bowed deeply, though it was not an easy feat on Rinaldi’s shoulder. ‘I have long been an admirer of your art.’

Balbulus gave him a fleeting and slightly pained smile. Violante’s illuminator apparently did not care for the admiration of glass men, and Ironstone decided to only praise his competitors from now on.

‘We should get down to business. Violante has commissioned a book that must be finished for her birthday, which is to depict every bug and every wild flower that can be found anywhere around Ombra.’ Balbulus gave an annoyed sigh. He was quite good at making his accent sound as if he really had grown up in the sheltered household of a master alabaster craftsman rather than in an orphanage. But the glass man’s ears could not be fooled; it was easy to detect that the Great Balbulus was eaten up by ambition and envy of even semi-talented competitors. It was said that he worked with both hands these days, because his work was in such high demand, using the gold hand for lines, and the other for colours. But the illuminator blinked suspiciously often. His eyesight was probably failing, because of all those hours working by candlelight, and new eyes were likely to be beyond even the young goldsmith’s abilities. Ironstone suppressed a smile.

‘Bugs and wild flowers? What a waste of your talent.’ Rinaldi was well versed in the art of flattery, when it was to his advantage. ‘Well, it is no surprise in a city where night-faced robbers can call themselves Prince with impunity.’

Ah, the thorn of his unsuccessful audition with the Black Prince was buried deep in his vain flesh.

Rinaldi pulled the pouch with the carvings from his coat pocket and put it into Balbulus’s living hand – his fingers were flawlessly manicured, unlike Rinaldi’s grimy fingernails.

‘That should be everything you need to fulfil the commission on time. Am I right?’ Ironstone said, pulling out his dagger and cutting a fly that was buzzing around him in half. They were everywhere because of the stench from the dye works.

Balbulus looked at him, obviously surprised. Most humans thought glass men were cute and peace-loving, even though quite a few of them worked very successfully as thieves, spies or poisoners.

‘How is the book going?’ Ironstone wiped the dagger clean on Rinaldi’s shoulder. ‘I hope the work is proceeding in a timely manner?’

Balbulus reached with his gold hand into the pouch Rinaldi had handed him and pulled out one of the carvings. It was the one with the face of the Bluejay. ‘All the pages are illuminated,’ he murmured. ‘Except for the initials that I am meant to do for each figure. I complete my commissions on time.’

He held the carving closer to his eyes. ‘Incredible! Who carved these? I have never seen such skill!’

‘Well, I hope your paintings will do them justice.’ Ironstone slipped his dagger back into his belt when he felt Rinaldi’s warning glance. He had already stabbed him in the neck twice while hunting flies – not entirely by accident, Ironstone had to admit.

‘My master expects perfect likenesses!’ he continued. ‘Otherwise he will demand his money back. And the pigments we delivered to you.’

Balbulus seemed to consider for a moment whether such an impertinent questioning of his art was even worthy of a response. But he was too full of himself to pass over such irreverence. ‘You seem to forget with whom you are dealing, glass man!’ he hissed. ‘I am Balbulus, the greatest illuminator this world has ever seen.’

‘If you were so sure of that, you would not have accepted my master’s commission,’ Ironstone retorted pointedly. ‘What was the agreed payment? Pigments that guarantee immortality?’

Balbulus’s face became pale as the moon. ‘The immortality of my work!’

Rinaldi let out a grunt and spat into the blue mud by his boots. ‘It is late, and the stench here is making me nauseous. I’ll reiterate one more time what we are paying for: you will start painting the missing initials at sunrise, in the exact order in which they are listed by our client. You will use nothing but the grey pigments that we delivered for this purpose. Our client is particularly firm on this point. Last of all, you will paint Dustfinger, but for him you will use the colours you usually work with. You will deliver the book here in two days, when the bell tower chimes the tenth hour at night.’

Balbulus only nodded impatiently at every instruction, as if hearing it for the hundredth time. ‘You are not dealing with a forgetful schoolboy. But –’ he delved into the pouch that Rinaldi had given him – ‘there are ten carvings here. If I remember correctly, I am meant to paint eleven initials.’

Ironstone dug his glass fingers so deeply into Rinaldi’s ear that they turned red with his blood.

‘Ten?’ he hissed. ‘I did my eight. You only had to deliver three. Could you not even manage that?’

‘The one for the Prince was gone when I went to collect it,’ Rinaldi growled back. ‘His stinking bear probably ate it!’

Balbulus was obviously not interested in their quarrel. He pulled one carving after another from the pouch and studied them carefully.

‘This book . . .’ he asked, without looking up. ‘What is your master’s purpose with it? He is obviously not fond of the Fire-Dancer. But why no names? My pictures will clearly show whom they portray. And why, most importantly, should I use only grey?’

‘Why not?’ Rinaldi retorted, rubbing his bleeding ear and considering Ironstone with murder in his eyes. ‘The answer is irrelevant to your work, is it not?’

‘Well, grey is an unconventional choice. This request will dramatically reduce the splendour of my work.’ Balbulus let his eyes linger on the carvings in his hand for one more moment before he returned them to the pouch. ‘I just wanted to make sure you were aware of that.’

‘The grey is not negotiable,’ Ironstone said, still trying to grasp that the carving of the Black Prince was missing. Dustfinger’s oldest and dearest friend! The Prince was as crucial to Orpheus’s revenge as Dustfinger’s wife and daughter! Oh, how he would love to pull out his dagger and draw blood from Rinaldi’s neck. Just a little bit.

‘Will you be able to paint the Black Prince without a model?’ he asked. ‘He is absolutely essential for this book.’

Balbulus raised a disdainful eyebrow. ‘Essential? Why? This man was named a prince by highwaymen and Motley Folk, and not even Violante has yet been able to convince me to paint him. It is bad enough that I have to immortalize the Bluejay. “Do you want me to go down in history as Balbulus, painter of robbers?” I asked her. But all right, this book is not intended for the library of a castle, so I will, though under protest, portray this so-called prince. As long as I’m allowed some artistic freedom. Violante thinks very highly of his council – she is even rumoured to have had an affair with him – so I’ve met him a few times. But I must admit that I recall his bear in greater detail than his face.’

‘Regarding the other pigments . . .’ Balbulus’s glance at Rinaldi’s rucksack was almost lecherous. ‘I’ve already used up a great deal of the ones you brought last time. You promised I would receive more if the work advanced well.’

Rinaldi reached into his rucksack with an indulgent look on his face and pulled out a few small packages.

Balbulus took them almost reverently.

‘Oh yes!’ he whispered. ‘Green earth, essential for the painting of human flesh; azurite and sienna; sun yellow; crimson . . .’ He tenderly fondled the coloured powders, even though they were wrapped in paper as dirty as everything else that came out of Rinaldi’s rucksack. There were many gods in the alleys of Ombra. The god Balbulus worshipped, Ironstone was quite sure, had limbs made of lapis lazuli and the blood of cochineal insects.

The illuminator put the packages into his pocket with the gentleness people reserve for things that are both precious and dangerous.

‘These pigments are so much brighter than any I have ever used before. And, believe me, Violante does not spare any expense when she buys my supplies. May I ask who produces them?’ Balbulus tried hard to make his voice sound casual, but it was impossible to miss how much the answer interested him.

‘Do you really want to know?’ Ironstone asked with a vicious smile. Orpheus hadn’t slept for many nights after he had brought those pigments back from the forest.

‘No. No, you are right, glass man.’ Balbulus hastily shook his head. ‘Probably not.’

He glanced briefly at the wall behind him, as if the smells that wafted over from the dye works reminded him of all the darkness that this world held in reserve. Once in a while he allowed it to appear in his beautiful pictures. Great art has to show both the light and the dark, and Balbulus was a great artist, even if Ironstone really did not like him very much.

His gold fingers patted the pocket where he had put the pigments and he turned to leave. But he stopped short one more time.

‘The man who commissioned this book . . .’ Balbulus lowered his voice confidentially. ‘It is Orpheus, is it not? Four-Eyes, that’s what we all secretly called him, when he was a favourite of the Adderhead. He held on to his grudges even then. And the man who wants to take away everything the Fire-Dancer loves . . . his description somehow reminds me of Orpheus. If I am right about this, he might like me to paint him into the book as well? Many of my clients wish this. A portrait, somewhere at the edge of a page . . . It does not have to be an initial.’

‘Certainly,’ Rinaldi said with a shrug of his shoulders. ‘Why not? He is vain, one must admit. Not everyone is as free of this vice as I am!’

Ironstone couldn’t help but dig his fingers into his ear once more, but this time Rinaldi grabbed him so tightly in response that the glass man thought he could hear his ribs splinter.

‘On the other hand,’ Rinaldi said, shoving Ironstone so roughly into his coat pocket that he hit his chin on his knees, ‘maybe it’s better our client remains anonymous. But can you paint me into the book?’

Ironstone couldn’t make out Balbulus’s answer.

The night had long swallowed the illuminator when Rinaldi’s dirty hand fished the glass man out of his no less dirty pocket. He let Ironstone fall into the stinking mud like a piece of rotten fruit and stared down at him as if he were a bug he could crush effortlessly beneath his feet.

‘Orpheus will hear nothing of the missing carving, understood, Shardhead?’

Ironstone struggled to his feet and wiped the mud off his hands.

‘Of – of course not,’ he forced out.

‘Good.’ Rinaldi gave him a grim smile. ‘I just wanted to make that clear.’

Then he strode off, still swaying slightly.

Ironstone stood there and thought he could hear the salamander panting in the vats. A travelling companion who made him fear for his life and his glass limbs? Was that the reward for the loyalty he had always shown Orpheus, and for all the devotion with which he continued to support his malevolent plans?

It took him hours to get back to the inn, where he found Rinaldi snoring on the bearskin. For a long moment the glass man was tempted to gather his things and make the journey home to Grunico on his own. But that meant it would be Rinaldi who brought Orpheus the book, and he would certainly claim all the credit.

No. Rinaldi would not get rid of him that easily. But Ironstone put his hand on his knife before he crawled into the stocking where he slept.
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One After the Other



. . . they had taken the red from her cheeks and lips, and they were grey also.

L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

The time had come. Meggie and Doria would set out on their journey the following day. Meggie was so excited she had barely slept in days, and Mo felt ashamed of how reluctant he was to let his daughter go. Resa was gently reminding him that the two would only be gone for a few months and that she herself had managed without him and Meggie for many years, when there was an urgent knocking at the door.

Minerva stood outside, looking worried. She asked whether Fenoglio was with them. He had not appeared for breakfast, as he usually did, and he was not in his chamber – he’d rented a room from Minerva for years. The previous evening, like every Saturday, he had visited Elinor and Darius, but Elinor swore that he had made his way home just after midnight.

Dante looked very worried when he heard that the Inkweaver had disappeared. So Resa took him by the hand and together they went with Minerva to all the places where Fenoglio liked to shop. They asked the wine merchant, the baker, the shoemaker who repaired Fenoglio’s boots, but none of them had seen the Inkweaver. While Minerva kneaded worried tears into her bread dough, her children searched the alleys of Ombra for the man who was as dear to them as a grandfather.

Yes. That’s how it began.

Of course Fenoglio had been the first on Orpheus’s list. Even though he only wrote fairy tales for children these days, who could say how much power his words still held?

A little later that morning, Nyame went to Mortimer’s workshop. He had decided to ride out to the Castle of Night once more – the news from there was getting worse and worse – and he wanted to say goodbye to Mortimer because he was not sure when he would return. All he found in his workshop, though, was a freshly glued book block and Jasper, Mortimer’s glass man, who knelt next to it, sobbing.

‘Vanished!’ he only chirped over and over, when Nyame questioned him. ‘Gone!’

A few alleys away, Meggie and Doria were packing the last few things for their journey in Doria’s attic room. Lazaro was helping them with a glum expression on his face. The Strong Man was not used to being apart from his younger brother for any length of time. Doria was just suggesting that perhaps he could accompany them as far as the coast when Meggie felt something inexplicable. Around her the colours started to fade: the soft green of her dress, the gold that the sun sprinkled on the wooden beams above her; even her skin was suddenly the colour of the smoke that rose from the chimneys outside.

Doria watched in horror as her figure began to fade away in front of his eyes. In desperation he wrapped his arms around Meggie with all the love he felt for her, and the grey reached for him as well as he pressed his face into her hair.

Vanished. Gone.

Lazaro stared in disbelief at the spot where his brother had embraced Meggie just a moment ago. He felt for them with his hands, hoping that his eyes deceived him. But they were both gone. The Strong Man fell to his knees and called Doria’s name as desperately as when they were children and his little brother had run into the forest to hide from their father’s rage.

Orpheus’s list had been arranged in order of threat. Away with Fenoglio, whose words might halt his vengeance. Away with the Bluejay and his silver-tongued daughter, whose voices made words a reality, just as Orpheus’s voice once did.

Away with them. Who cared that love also drowned Doria in grey?

Resa had returned from the market with Dante when her dress and skin turned the colour of ash. Her name was on the list because once upon a time, in a distant castle, she had protected her husband from Orpheus. Resa reached for her little son in horror as she saw her limbs fade, and the grey devoured Dante as well, although his name, like Doria’s, was not on Orpheus’s list. Revenge always punishes love.

Elinor Loredan was busy hanging the portrait of a grass fairy that she had commissioned from Resa when the grey came for her.

Darius disappeared down by the river, where he was meeting the tightrope-walker to whom he had given his shy heart. It didn’t take much colour to paint Darius – a little burnt sienna, a breath of white, a bit of umber. Today there should also have been some red for his heart, as it was filled to the brim with love, but the grey devoured that as well.


Fenoglio

Mortimer

Meggie

Resa

Elinor

Darius



Up at the castle Balbulus set aside his sable brush. The dim afternoon light that fell through the window of his tower room made it even more difficult to paint the artfully intricate letters and the figures they enclosed just in shades of grey. But the work was half done. Only five more names.

In the hills that surrounded Ombra Roxane returned from the forest where she had been foraging for mushrooms. She was still angry with Dustfinger. So angry that he’d promised himself that he would tell her the truth tonight. Not tomorrow or the day after. No. Tonight. He had already left it too long.

He was waiting for Roxane in front of the house, where they had lived so happily the last few years, when Nyame rode into the courtyard. He brought terrible news from Ombra. Fenoglio, Mortimer, Meggie and Doria, Resa and Dante, Elinor and Darius. Vanished, without trace, as if they had never existed.

That sounded terribly familiar, and Dustfinger involuntarily listened for a voice on the wind that would once again seize him and carry him away. But all he heard were the familiar sounds of the approaching evening, and Roxane’s footsteps as she came to join them.

‘Vanished?’ Of course she didn’t understand when Nyame repeated what he had just told Dustfinger. ‘But how?’

Oh, I know how, Dustfinger thought. He wanted to hold her as tightly as he could so that Orpheus’s words could not steal her away from him. For what else could be the reason for what was happening? But Roxane took a step back when he went to wrap his arms around her.

‘Brianna is in Ombra! We have to warn her.’

It really is a shame to not paint the beautiful Roxane in red, white and black, Balbulus thought, high up in the castle, as he dipped his brush into the grey he had mixed for Dustfinger’s wife.

Oh yes, she was beautiful.

Roxane greyed while Nyame helped them to saddle the horses. She vanished without a sound, before Dustfinger could grab hold of her. As quickly and quietly as he had vanished long ago, when Mortimer had brought him into his world while reading to his daughter from Fenoglio’s book.

Dustfinger screamed Roxane’s name. He screamed it again and again. As if that had helped back then. Nyame ran to his side, his face stiff with horror. But it was far too late for Dustfinger to tell him and Roxane the truth. Would Nyame be the next to disappear? They knew nothing, because he had told them nothing. All these years – he could have warned them. He banged his head against the wall of the house where he had been so happy, until his forehead bled. Not again. Oh God, not again! What was death compared to this? Nothing but a game!

Nyame dragged him away and held him in his arms. But Dustfinger tore himself free. Brianna! Maybe he could still warn her. And there was someone else.

‘Ride to the castle, Nyame. Please! Find Brianna,’ he forced out. ‘I will look for Farid.’

Jehan was with his sister when Balbulus dipped his brush into the grey he had prepared for Brianna. It was a silvery grey that caught the light, appropriate for her young face.

Jehan had forged a small amulet for Brianna, to ward off the sadness that his sister wore like an ever-darkening cloak. Jehan didn’t usually believe in such spells. But his friend Lilia, whom he’d known for almost as long as himself, had brought him an oil that was supposed to help heal the pain of lost love, and he had mixed it into the molten gold. It was worth a try. Cosimo the Fair had been dead for so many years now, but Brianna still visited his tomb every day. One day Violante would resent her for that, wouldn’t she?

Jehan was just about to put the amulet around his sister’s neck when Brianna began to fade. Jehan later blamed himself for stepping back in horror, instead of trying to hold on to her. He was still standing in Brianna’s empty chamber, the useless amulet in his hand, when the guards allowed the Black Prince into the castle. His hurried steps rang so loudly through the corridors that Violante stepped out of her library.

Upstairs in his tower room, Balbulus surveyed the figure he had framed with an intricately decorated B. Yes. He was the best. Without a doubt. How could he have believed that he needed enchanted pigments to prove it to the world? He washed the silvery grey from his brush and surveyed Orpheus’s list. Only the young Firedevil, the Black Prince and Dustfinger were missing.

Balbulus reached for the carving of the Fire-Dancer’s former apprentice.

Dustfinger had knocked at the door of every girl Farid had courted in Ombra. The youngest daughter of the baker whose bread Roxane liked best had finally sent him to a clearing where Dustfinger had taught Farid many things about fire. When he reined in his horse between the trees, tiny birds with fiery feathers and golden beaks flew towards him, and there was Farid, standing in the middle of the clearing, so unconcerned that Dustfinger breathed more easily. Nevertheless, he listened to the night falling, full of fear that a velvet voice was whispering in the dark. Orpheus had threatened to write this story, hadn’t he? A story so terrible that they would all despair in it.

‘Farid!’

The birds turned into a rain of sparks when Dustfinger called his name, and Farid turned around.

‘Cover your ears! Don’t ask! Quick!’ Can that really protect him, Dustfinger? mocked a voice inside him.

Farid knew just as well as he did what words were capable of, and how easy it was to fall out of your own story. But even this knowledge did not save him. He faded, like Roxane, and vanished before Dustfinger could reach him – as if Mortimer or Meggie had read him back into his story. But they were gone as well, just like Darius, who could also open the door between the words with his gentle voice. There were no more silver tongues in his world. Except for Orpheus.

Dustfinger fell to his knees just where Farid had vanished. Brianna. Had Nyame at least found her in time? And done what, Dustfinger? The sparks from Farid’s birds settled on his clothes, and his heart broke like old crockery.

Balbulus regarded the F through which the young Firedevil was looking out at him. Perfect. Yes, there was no other way of describing it. The Black Prince was next on the list. It really was unfortunate that, of all the names, his wooden image was missing. Balbulus had found some illustrations of him in Violante’s library, but they were all done so clumsily that it hurt to look at them. He stared disapprovingly at the B and the P that he had wound together artfully. No, he did not want to paint this false prince. He had never let him make an appearance even in the books about the Bluejay, to Violante’s great displeasure. Because he is nothing more than a highwayman, Balbulus thought, staring at the initials that waited to embrace the tenth figure. The Bluejay had long since replaced the sword with the bookbinder’s knife. But the Black Prince . . . No, he still had no respect for the lords of this world and the order they represented!

Balbulus reluctantly reached for his brush.

Oh well, it would be best to get it over and done with. If the Black Prince was missing from the book, he would have to return the pigments, and that was out of the question. A few weeks ago, he had painted a Moorish merchant for one of the travelogues that Violante enjoyed reading. He would make a passable model, wouldn’t he? Yes. Balbulus mixed a little bit of raw umber into the grey that he had used for Roxane and dipped in his brush.

Nyame was standing in front of the castle gates alongside Jehan, waiting for Dustfinger, when Violante’s illuminator painted him in the clothes of a rich merchant and with the face of a stranger. The Prince was still standing next to Jehan when Balbulus laid his brush aside.

Dustfinger was relieved to see Nyame’s familiar silhouette when he rode towards the castle with his broken heart. He looked for his daughter, but in vain. Only his stepson stood next to his friend. Nyame met his gaze with frank hostility, and Dustfinger could hear Orpheus’s voice as clearly as though he had said the words to him only yesterday: My plan was to send you back to the dead without a soul, hollow as an insect sucked dry, but I like this revenge even better.

In his tower Balbulus started on the last figure. He was relieved that at least for this one he did not have to use grey. He painted Dustfinger as he had depicted him so many times before: in the red and black garments of the Fire-Dancer.
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Death Has Many Colours



Why has God given me such magnificent talent? It is a curse as well as a great blessing.

Albrecht Dürer

The latest book on which the Great Balbulus was working had been commissioned by Violante for her birthday. It was supposed to celebrate the natural wonders of Ombra in words and pictures: not only nymphs and fire-elves, but also toads and fish, wild boar, wolves and red foxes, dragonflies, butterflies, the wild flowers in the meadows and by the river – all the wealth of her realm that had not been created by humans.

The writers had delivered the pages to Balbulus the previous evening. He was, as always, dissatisfied with the quality of the ink and the lettering, but he had abandoned his attempts to persuade Violante to find new writers long ago. He always got the same answer: Balbulus, these men have families they have to feed. So what! Did that justify them standing in the way of his everlasting fame, with their ill-formed letters and washed-out ink? Art did not concern itself with a few hungry children; great art demanded sacrifice! And this book would be a great work of art, even though he had to depict common fish and – it was too ridiculous! – flies and wasps. What other option was there than to use magic pigments, so that even this work would fill his competitors with envy?

Balbulus threw a nervous glance at the chest where he kept the book that had purchased these pigments. He had to admit, he was glad that he would soon hand it over to the troubadour with the cunning smile and his equally irritating glass man. Since he had painted the grey initials, Ombra was filled with tears and evil rumours. The Bluejay had disappeared, along with his entire family, and he was not the only one. Where was the Inkweaver; where was Loredan, the Juggler Friend, and her skinny librarian? Where was the beautiful Roxane and her daughter Brianna, whom Violante loved even more than her books? It was rumoured that the Fire-Dancer had even sought out the White Women to ask about them.

He probably wouldn’t find them there.

Balbulus hastily lifted his brush off the parchment, before he ruined the illustration of the kingfisher that he had captured so skilfully, framed by bog asphodels and monk’s rhubarb. His fingers were shaking again! This had happened far too often recently – and it was not just his living hand, but even his gold one. Recently? Balbulus knew exactly when the shaking had begun. Ever since the new bookbinder – a poor replacement for Mortimer Folchart – had brought him the grey book. Yes, that’s what Balbulus had christened it, although, except for the ten initials, every page was decorated with the lushest of coloured illustrations. Books he had illustrated were always brought to him first, so he could make some last corrections before Violante saw them. But this book, this small, treacherous, people-devouring book . . . Balbulus wanted to neither touch nor see it! For, as soon as he opened it at one of the initials, his fingers began to shake, and he thought he could feel how the grey faces of the figures made him forget all other colours. He usually proudly displayed his finished work in his workshop. This book, however, he had hidden – like a thief hides his stolen goods – in the chest where he kept used parchment and linseed oil. The lid was so heavy that Balbulus could barely lift it, but nevertheless he kept catching himself staring at it, as if the grey could leak out and devour him, just like all the others who had vanished. They had to be inside the book, didn’t they? Banished to its pages by his art. Yes, Balbulus knew that these thoughts smacked of insanity, but he could not stop thinking them. He kept telling himself that the Black Prince was still here, after all, and so was Dustfinger. Well, for him he had not used grey, and as for the Black Prince . . .

Enough, Balbulus! You simply practised your art.

He clenched the perfect gold fingers forged by Dustfinger’s stepson into a fist to stop them from shaking. That boy had clients from foreign lands, even though he was only fifteen years old. His workshop had already been ransacked twice, because he made all the other goldsmiths look like amateurs. Whether it was a ring or a bust, a golden bowl or an urn, Balbulus had to admit that, despite his youth, Jehan already possessed a mastery of metal that could compete with his own mastery of ink and brush. Surely he could tell him to make him another hand, one that did not shake?

Oh, really, Balbulus? What if he finds out that your art made his mother and sister disappear? Enough! He really had to stop thinking such thoughts. His art preserved the faces of people long after death. It conserved the gift of life; it didn’t take it! Balbulus lowered the brush and studied the perfect blue he had used to paint the feathers of the kingfisher. How it shone! He had really never seen such colours . . .

He cast a glance at the windows. It was getting dark outside. Soon he would take the grey book to the dye works. Good riddance to it! Had he allowed himself to be used as a tool of revenge? By a man he had detested when he still worked his evil in Ombra?

Balbulus listened as darkness fell.

The castle was as silent as a tomb. Ever since the daughter of the Fire-Dancer had disappeared, Violante had shut herself up in her library. Sometimes they could hear her crying. But she seemed to have stayed in her chamber tonight. What if he confessed what he had done, and showed her the book? Maybe it was possible to bring them all back somehow? He could paint over the grey. Or tear up his perfect illustrations . . .

Balbulus set his brush aside and went over to the window. The night had blackened the roofs and walls of Ombra. But in the direction of Roxane’s farm, fire reddened the sky. If Dustfinger ever found out what Balbulus had done, would he come to burn him? All of Ombra loved the Fire-Dancer; even the fairies and the nymphs spoke of him. One day he would learn of the grey pictures. At least, that was what the story in the book foretold.

Treacherous little thing!

Balbulus avoided looking over at the chest when he returned to his desk. The beak. Paint the beak, Balbulus. Oh, this yellow! Even the ochre put to shame everything he had ever called ochre before. Perhaps these pigments had been worth it after all, even if they had cost him his soul. No one mixes colours like the Great Balbulus! They would whisper it even in Constantinople, where birds of paradise and golden lizards hatched out of the manuscripts of the incomparable Bihzad. All his competitors would be forgotten, and everyone who could afford them would wish to lose themselves in the landscapes painted by the Great Balbulus.

With a smile, he reached with his gold hand for the finest brush to paint the eye of the kingfisher. A sudden rustle made him jump. With a curse, he lifted the brush off the parchment. How many times did he have to tell the servants that no one was allowed to enter his workshop unannounced? And what could they possibly want from him at this hour of the night?

‘I will insist that Violante cuts your pay . . .’ The words died on Balbulus’s lips.

Baldassare Rinaldi stood by the door. He closed it behind him and gave Balbulus a smile oilier than the rags the illuminator used to clean his brushes.

‘What are you doing here?’ Balbulus snapped. ‘I don’t want to be seen with you! We agreed to hand over—’

‘I know, I know,’ the troubadour interrupted.

Balbulus always saw a dead green when he looked at Rinaldi. A disconcerting association. A foul, pale green – yes, that was the colour he would have used to paint Baldassare Rinaldi’s soul.

‘One of Violante’s maids can’t get enough of my songs and my kisses,’ he purred. ‘She lets me into the castle any time of the day or night. So, I thought to myself: Baldassare, you can spare Balbulus the trip, and pick up the book from him yourself! He’s bound to be in his workshop.’

His dull eyes looked around, as if he was trying to decide which of the illuminator’s possessions would make the most money at the pawnbroker’s in Ombra. Rinaldi’s eyes were always dull. Whether from wine or from fairy dust, Balbulus couldn’t say. As for him, his art was the only drug he had ever indulged in.

Balbulus had to turn his back on his unexpected visitor to open the chest where he’d hidden the book. That’s why he didn’t notice Rinaldi gently slide the bolt across the workshop door.

‘It is outrageous how your employer used my art for his evil purposes,’ Balbulus said as he put the small book into the pouch he held open, his fingers shaking once again. ‘Tell Orpheus that I never liked him, and that I refuse to take responsibility for any wrongdoing.’

‘Certainly.’ The illuminator missed the mockery in his visitor’s voice.

Baldassare Rinaldi never refused responsibility for his wrongdoings. In fact, he rather enjoyed doing wrong. Breaking rules gave him a feeling of freedom. And he would freely admit, without hesitation, that he felt not the faintest twinge of guilt when he snuffed out someone’s life. What anyone other than himself thought or felt did not interest Baldassare Rinaldi in the slightest. He was unaware, of course, that it was precisely this indifference that made his songs so bad.

‘There. I never want to see it again!’ Balbulus handed him the pouch hastily, as if it burnt his fingers.

Rinaldi pulled out the book and ran his fingers over the grey binding. Such a nice little thing. And yet so evil.

‘Oh, you can be sure you will never see it again after today,’ he said, leafing through the pages. There they were, grey-faced and yet so lifelike. Remarkable!

Rinaldi put the book back into the pouch and gave the illuminator an appreciative smile. ‘Orpheus will be very satisfied.’

With a swift and well-practised motion, he sank the dagger straight into Balbulus’s heart. Just deep enough so that it stopped beating quickly without blood running too freely. Oh yes, Baldassare Rinaldi was also a master, though not in the troubadour’s art, as he liked to believe. He knew far more about murder. Destruction is a craft mastered so much more easily than the creation of beauty.

Balbulus slumped down with a surprised look on his face – surprise, horror and outrage at the premature blotting out of his talent.

Rinaldi wiped his dagger with one of the rags Balbulus had used to clean his brushes. The shimmering brocade pouch that held the book was probably worth quite a lot, never mind the book itself. Its worth had probably just gone up a fair bit, because now there would never again be a work painted by the Great Balbulus. Very tempting thoughts, but Rinaldi decided not to pursue them any further. Orpheus was in league with a Shadow Reader. What if he made her turn him into a toad, or even a rat? It was rumoured they sometimes did this to their enemies. Rinaldi shuddered, and pulled the rings off Balbulus’s left hand. No. No book was worth that risk. He abhorred rats, and Orpheus had proved that his vengeance knew no bounds.

Rinaldi looked down at his victim. Oh, the gold hand! Of course! He had to use his knife to sever it. What a gem, and undoubtedly unique. It would fetch a handsome sum in Grunico. He put it into his rucksack and looked around for more loot. An ornate silver box caught his eye, but when he opened it the small carvings, which had ensured Balbulus painted perfect likenesses of Orpheus’s enemies, stared back at him. No, thank you. The horrid things had served their purpose; they were bound to bring nothing but misfortune. Rinaldi left the silver box where it was and instead took Balbulus’s silverware and the chain of office that the illuminator had worn for ceremonial occasions. This job really had been worth his while, even though Orpheus was hardly a generous employer.

The pages that Balbulus had been working on still lay on his desk. Rinaldi cast his eye over them before he sneaked away. Not bad. Really, not bad at all. What a shame they weren’t finished, otherwise he could have sold them for a very nice price. Oh well, you couldn’t have everything.

He stepped over Balbulus’s corpse and threw a last glance at his victim. His blood had painted a red blossom on his chest.

Humming quietly with self-satisfaction, Rinaldi closed the workshop door behind him. Yes, he really was an artist in whatever he did. Now there was only one more thing to do.

The key to Violante’s library hung exactly where Donatella, the maid besotted by his verses and kisses, had described. It was hidden behind a small painting that depicted Balbulus at work. Touching.

The door to Violante’s inner sanctum was decorated with carvings of scenes from her favourite books. But of course they did not mean anything to Rinaldi. The library filled a whole tower of the castle, and in the daytime no doubt the view from the highest windows was breathtaking. But all those books! And some of them were as heavy as a brick. Just looking at them gave him a headache. That’s why he liked verses and songs: they kept things short.

He placed the small book with the portraits of Orpheus’s enemies on a lectern near the window, so that the first morning light would fall upon it.

‘Don’t worry, you evil little thing!’ he whispered. ‘Baldassare will soon hand you over to your true owner. But first –’ he gave the grey binding a conspiratorial pat – ‘you will drive our hook deep into the Fire-Dancer’s gums, won’t you?’

He stepped back and surveyed the shelves that reached all the way to the painted ceiling. As he was here, he might as well steal some verses. After all, the idiots who listened to him in the taverns wouldn’t know where they came from, and always having to come up with new ones was tiresome.

He walked over to a shelf of small books that looked promising, and pulled one out. Ha! He put the book back in its place with a disdainful grunt. These verses were so much worse than his own! It just went to show: even if the Black Prince didn’t appreciate his art, no one composed and sang verses as well as Baldassare Rinaldi! And no one killed as well, either.

He put the key back behind the portrait of his last victim and left the castle the way he had come: through the secret passages used by servants, maids and ladies-in-waiting. The guards he encountered merely nodded at him. Baldassare Rinaldi had entertained them with his songs on many a night – and procured good-value fairy dust on many more.
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Only a Small Book



You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read.

James Baldwin

Her Ugliness. In her own head Violante still called herself that, even though her subjects gave her more flattering names these days. Ugly, what did that really mean anyway? It made one invisible. She usually liked that. But she lived up to her other names just as convincingly: Violante the Brave – the protector of Ombra, the friend of the weak. Violante of Ombra was living proof that one could write one’s own part in this world. But now she found herself playing parts she had not chosen for herself: Violante the Grieving, the Lonely. Violante the Lost.

Last night Nyame had finally been able to get her to sleep for a few hours, after he had sat with her in her chamber for a long time, wiping the tears from her face. He knew what it meant to lose someone you loved. He still wore a medallion with his sister’s name around his neck. Would she soon wear one with Brianna’s name? Made by Brianna’s brother, as the best goldsmith in Ombra? Brianna. Violante only had to think her name, and the tears came anew.

It was still dark outside when Nyame rode back to the camp of the Motley Folk. ‘We will find her,’ he’d said as he took his leave. ‘We will find them all, and the truth about what has happened here.’

What has happened here . . . The people Violante loved the most had vanished, as if she had only dreamt them. Just like long ago, when she had been a lonely girl without friends, and her mother suddenly wasn’t there. She is dead, Violante. Were they all dead as well? She knew Nyame did not want to believe this.

When he left her, she of course went to her library. Where else? Violante hated the draughty castle where she lived, and it seemed even colder and darker than usual today. The early hours of the morning were usually a precious time for her, for they were the only hours that were hers alone, and it was so much easier to face the world when she had begun the day reading.

Read, Violante? You won’t be able to read this morning.

She had to try. To find clarity, strength for the day, for decisions, for what she had to do next . . . Even Nyame – so full of light where she was dark – appeared at a loss; he, who always knew what to do.

Like every morning, Taddeo, her old librarian, had set out the book she was reading. Silence filled with intelligent voices – that was how Taddeo described the peace one found among books. Violante had brought the librarian from the Castle of Night three years ago. Even when she was a child, Taddeo had always known just what books to bring her. Now he had difficulty climbing the ladders up to the top shelves, but what did that matter? He had known her mother, and Violante loved it when he brought her a book that she had loved.

The book Violante had been reading for the last few days was the story of a merchant who travelled thousands of miles to the East, and returned with the knowledge of distant lands and never-seen wonders. His descriptions were rather dry, but the illustrations were strange and wonderful. Violante loved them even more than Balbulus’s, but of course she would never have told him that.

She was just opening the book when she noticed the one on the lectern by the window. Was Taddeo becoming so forgetful that he was not sure which one she was reading at the moment?

The merchant’s account could wait, she decided, and went to look at the other book. It was no bigger than her hand, and had an ashen leather binding. That was strange. Mortimer did not use leather, and he usually bound her books in wine-red linen. Had he wanted to surprise her with this one, or had he made the binding so sombre because he wanted to warn her that the content was quite dark?

Mortimer: she would not be able to ask him.

Her heart turned cold at the thought.

She had listened to all their reports – Jehan’s, the Strong Man’s, Nyame’s . . . They all said the same thing: They vanished into thin air. Nevertheless she had sent out scouts to search for them, for feeling helpless was the worst part. It was as if she were trapped in a terrible dream she couldn’t wake up from.

Violante ran her fingers over the grey leather. No leaves, flowers or stars stamped on the binding, as Mortimer usually did. Even the endpapers were grey, but the pages between them had clearly been illuminated by Balbulus. The End of the Story. These were the only words on the title page; there wasn’t even the name of the author. The opening pages were also quite strange. The left-hand page was filled with an artfully ornate F, even though the text on the right-hand page began with an E. Balbulus never made mistakes like this. And the F was painted just in shades of grey, like the figure looking out from it. It was Fenoglio, the Inkweaver.

Disconcerted, Violante looked at the text on the right. The pictures that illuminated it were in colour, but Violante was puzzled as soon as she read the first words. Fenoglio had clearly not written them. His words sang and summoned images in an instant, whereas these were strangely stiff and dull. It was almost as if the author didn’t want them to read well.

There was once a man everybody called the Fire-Dancer, because the flames loved him and did whatever he bade them. One day he got lost in another world, through the words of an old man and the voice of a bookbinder. For many years he wandered through the wrong story, until one day he met a man whose voice was so beautiful that it brought him back home. The Fire-Dancer embraced his beautiful wife and daughter again. He found happiness and fame and powerful friends. But did he thank the one who had returned all this to him? Oh no. He betrayed his helper. He allied himself with his enemies and forced him into misfortune. And so he swore vengeance.

The last sentence echoed in Violante’s heart as she turned the next page.

It showed the initial M. Balbulus had painted it, too, in nothing but tones of grey, and Mortimer stood behind it, as if he had been trapped inside the first letter of his name. The Bluejay looked so lifelike that Violante could almost hear his heartbeat. But what had got into Balbulus, with all his expensive brushes, to paint the saviour of Ombra as nothing more than a grey shadow?

She continued to turn the small pages, barely the size of her hand. Another M. Meggie, Mortimer’s daughter. R for Resa, his wife . . . Violante turned the pages more quickly now. Behind an E stood Elinor Loredan, the Juggler Friend, as they called her in Ombra. Behind the D that followed was her librarian, Darius, who, according to Taddeo, knew just as much about books as he did.

No, that could not be.

She turned the next page. And there was Roxane, Dustfinger’s wife, behind a grey R.

Violante hesitated. Her fingers, usually so eager to leaf through a book, did not want to obey. But finally she turned the page anew.

B. Balbulus had formed the letter from brambles, through which Brianna looked out at her. They clawed at her dress and wrapped around her arms. Violante touched the grey face and the long, wavy hair that in life shone with an auburn glow. Balbulus had framed the words on the right with deadly nightshade and monkshood. She hadn’t read the previous pages, but these words seemed to scream at her, maybe because they spoke of Brianna.

The Fire-Dancer also loved his daughter very much. So the man he had betrayed took her away from him. With the same book that devoured the others. He filled it with swathes of grey magic, and they all lost themselves inside them.

Violante pushed the book away so forcefully that it slid off the lectern and fell to the tiled floor.

She just stood there, staring down at it, until she heard footsteps approaching the library. Was Nyame back? No, the steps sounded hesitant and fearful. Even though people called her Violante the Kind these days, no one dared disturb her here this early in the morning. Everybody knew she had her father’s short temper. ‘You have to learn to rein it in.’ How many times had Nyame said that? ‘Or you will always feel his shadow behind you.’ If only it were that easy. The shadow of her father was a dark shadow indeed.

Whoever was outside the door finally worked up the courage to knock. Timid, but urgent.

‘What?’ Violante cursed the harshness in her voice.

One of the maids slid through the door. She glanced at the shelves packed with books with some concern. Was she afraid that her lady would throw one of them at her? If she did want to throw something, it would not be a book but her shoe, Violante thought. She had to admit that this had happened on occasion. Inescapably her father’s daughter.

But the maid, Rosetta, was afraid of Violante’s books for a different reason. Rosetta feared letters and words because her father had told her that they could be used to curse both human and beast.

‘Please forgive me, Your Highness!’ she stammered. ‘I know we are not allowed to disturb you here in the morning, but it is just so terrible.’

The hands that she raised were covered in blood.

‘It is everywhere, Your Highness!’ Rosetta stammered. ‘Balbulus – I think he is dead.’

Then she started to cry, over a man who had treated her and the other servants with less respect than he had given Violante’s horse. But Balbulus’s paintings had explained the world to Rosetta. You did not have to be able to read to understand images; they were the words of the poor. And so the maid shed tears for the Great Balbulus – even though he had chased her away with harsh words every time his art had made her forget her cleaning.

Balbulus still lay in his own blood when Violante followed the sobbing Rosetta into his workshop. It was not bright red, as in his paintings. Death had turned it dirty brown, and the illuminator lay there in his stained clothes as if colour had abandoned him, along with his life. The murderer had removed his gold hand, and Violante reproached herself for instructing the Fire-Dancer’s stepson to forge it from such a precious metal. Because for what other reason could the thief have slain her illuminator?

On Balbulus’s desk lay the unfinished illustration of a kingfisher. He must have painted it for the book that she had commissioned for her birthday. Next to it sat a beautifully ornate silver box. When Violante opened it, familiar faces looked out at her. They were carved into small pieces of wood, and so lifelike that, just for a moment, Violante thought she could hear them breathing. There was a carving of each one of the vanished – and one of Dustfinger.

‘Run to the guards!’ Violante ordered Rosetta, who was still crying. ‘Hurry. They must bring the Fire-Dancer to me immediately!’
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Pain and Love Are Red



The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;

Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood.

For nothing now can ever come to any good.

W.H. Auden, Funeral Blues

It was Jehan who asked Nyame to ride to Roxane’s farm with him.

‘He is letting the flames rage as if he wants to burn himself! Does he think that will bring my mother and my sister back? We have to go and look for them! Maybe he’ll listen to you!’

Jehan had looked so angry, and so lost. Sometimes Nyame resented Dustfinger for how much he preferred Farid to his own stepson. During the time when he’d disappeared, to God knows where, Nyame had often gone to visit Roxane. Her despair over the loss of her younger daughter, followed by the loss of Jehan’s father . . . Nyame had often worried that she would break from all the pain. Brianna had barely left her mother’s side back then, but Jehan had often wanted to stay at the camp of the Motley Folk. The boy had cried his tears into the fur of the bear and put his small hand into Nyame’s before falling asleep at his side. Those days had woven a firm bond between them. Although their feelings for the man who was kneeling in the middle of the dark yard surrounded by fire were very different.

Nyame could see immediately why Jehan had asked him for help. For five years Dustfinger’s fire had written joy and love into the sky above Ombra. Now it spelt pain. Anger. Despair. But his stepson was right. The flames would not bring back Roxane and Brianna, or any of the others.

Nyame was just walking towards the fire when two of Violante’s soldiers rode into the yard. The horses shied away from the flames, and their riders slid from the saddles reluctantly.

‘We’ve been ordered to bring the Fire-Dancer to the castle!’ the older one said, without taking his eyes off the flames that now rose high into the sky.

The other one revealed a little more when Nyame pulled him aside. ‘The painter of books has been murdered. The servants say they saw some little creepy carvings in his workshop with the faces of those who’ve vanished. And one of him!’ He pointed at Dustfinger. ‘So why is he still here?’

His voice sounded both hostile and frightened. All of Ombra was looking for someone to blame. Almost everybody knew at least one of those who had disappeared. But why had the carvings been in Balbulus’s workshop? Nyame could tell that Jehan, too, could make neither head nor tail of this.

‘Stay here!’ he said to the soldiers. ‘I’ll get him.’

Jehan followed Nyame as he walked towards the circle of flames where Dustfinger was kneeling. As a goldsmith, Jehan was well acquainted with fire, but this one scared him. The flames blazed as if they wanted to dye the whole world in the colours of pain and despair. Red and black.

Before Nyame had met Dustfinger, fire had scared him. Sometimes he teased the Fire-Dancer that they were friends only because he’d taken that fear away from him.

‘Nardo!’ Nyame stepped so close to the fire that it almost singed his clothes. ‘Let me in.’

The ash had turned the circle in the centre of the flames as grey as Dustfinger’s clothes and hair. Friendship . . . Nothing was a more reliable protection against your own darkness. But when Dustfinger lifted his head and Nyame saw the despair in his face, he was no longer sure that he would be able to reach his friend this time. He could only hope that Dustfinger remembered how many times they had defeated despair together.

He did remember. The flames made way for Nyame and he slowly went to his friend’s side.

‘Violante wants to see you. Somebody has murdered Balbulus. They found carvings with the faces of all those who vanished in his workshop. And one with yours.’

Dustfinger raised his hand, and the flames turned from scream to sigh, until they were a mere fiery ring that Jehan could step over without saying a word.

‘Come.’ Nyame reached out his hand to Dustfinger and pulled him to his feet. ‘You understand what’s happening here, don’t you? Talk to us!’

The ash turned Dustfinger’s fingers grey when he wiped it off his clothes. ‘You would not believe me,’ he said.

Jehan grabbed him by the shoulders. ‘I’m tired of your secrets! Where are they?’

Nyame pulled the boy back, even though he understood Jehan’s anger. He had felt it himself often enough, whenever Dustfinger kept too much of what he thought or felt to himself. But that’s how it had always been.

‘Orpheus read them away.’ Dustfinger looked at the house, as if he could see Roxane standing in the door. ‘They could be anywhere, here or in a different world.’

‘Read them away?’ Jehan punched his stepfather so hard in the chest that he stumbled back. ‘A different world? What are you talking about?’

Dustfinger just shook his head and looked at Nyame, as if hoping for forgiveness. ‘It’s all my fault. I should have told you the truth long ago. You and Roxane . . . I just didn’t know how. We must find Orpheus and the words that he read. The fire won’t tell me where he is.’

The soldiers were still waiting at a safe distance.

‘Tell them I’m just getting my horse.’ Dustfinger turned abruptly and walked towards the stable.

Jehan wanted to follow him, but Nyame held him back.

‘It’s not his fault,’ he said to him. ‘No matter what he says. No matter what he has not told us. Your mother and your sister did not disappear because of him. And it certainly wasn’t Dustfinger who murdered Balbulus. He’s right. We have to find Orpheus.’
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Like Butterflies



Man needs colour to live; it’s just as necessary an element as fire and water.

Fernand Léger

Violante waited for them in the library. Dustfinger had only entered this sacred space of hers once before, with Mortimer, who’d never quite given up trying to convince him that books were really a wonderful thing. Perhaps for others, but not for him. They were dangerous, like a snake hiding in the grass, and Dustfinger was sure that, once again, he owed this new pain, cutting up his heart, to a book.

The lectern, next to Violante, confirmed his suspicions. Even though the book resting upon it looked less remarkable than the one that had taken him to a different world, many years ago. This one was grey, and so small that it easily could have got lost on Violante’s shelves.

‘Come closer!’ Violante waved him over impatiently. ‘I found it here this morning. Balbulus illustrated it, there is no doubt about it. But not at my behest.’

Nyame and Jehan stepped closer, as wary as Dustfinger, and surveyed the book with the same concern. Dustfinger was still not sure whether they’d believed the story he had told them on the way to the castle. But it had felt good to tell it at last. So good.

‘We also found these carvings in Balbulus’s workshop. Do you know what they are?’

They lay in a row above the book: Fenoglio, Mortimer, Meggie and Resa, Elinor and Darius, Roxane, Brianna and Farid . . . Even Dustfinger’s own image was there. Doria and Dante were missing, but they had been with Meggie and Resa, so that had probably sealed their fate.

‘I’m sure I would be gone as well, if it weren’t for the bear.’ Nyame put the carving with his own face next to the others.

‘And him?’ Jehan pointed at Dustfinger. ‘Why is he still here?’

Yes, why? Dustfinger stared down at his wooden likeness, accurate in every detail. Cursed thing. Why had it not taken him?

‘I think the answer to that is here.’ Violante opened the book. A magnificent F filled the left-hand page. Fenoglio looked out from behind it.

‘Balbulus painted them all in grey,’ Violante said. ‘Except for Dustfinger.’

She continued to turn the pages. There they were: Roxane, Brianna, Farid. Dustfinger wanted to grab Violante’s hand, but she kept turning the pages, until they showed an initial that ran an B and a P together.

‘I think this is meant to be you, Nyame.’ She indicated the dark-skinned stranger looking out from the initial. ‘He doesn’t resemble you at all. I’ve never known Balbulus to paint such a poor likeness.’

She turned the pages back to the initial that framed Roxane and slid the book over to Dustfinger. ‘Read these words.’

Despite the grey, Roxane’s portrait was so lifelike that Dustfinger was surprised to feel parchment when he touched her face. Balbulus had framed the text on the right-hand page with the medicinal herbs that Roxane grew in her fields. And at the bottom of the page lay a lute and a flute, the instruments Roxane preferred to accompany her when she sang. This is what he read:

The Fire-Dancer had a beautiful wife. He loved her so much. So the grey book caught her like a butterfly. For that was the revenge that his betrayal deserved. To lose all those he loved.

‘So it is because of you!’ Jehan grabbed Dustfinger’s shoulder. ‘They are gone because of you! If you really were in another world, why didn’t you just stay there?’

Nyame gently pulled Jehan back and stepped between him and Dustfinger. ‘Tell her.’ He pointed at Violante. ‘Tell her everything you told us.’

But Dustfinger only stood there, staring at the small grey book.

‘Tell me what?’ Violante demanded. ‘Speak, Fire-Dancer.’

How? He found nothing but silence within. Words. They were poison. Knives that cut your heart into pieces.

‘Your books . . .’ His voice was as grey as Roxane’s face when he finally managed to make his tongue respond. ‘Don’t trust them. They can whisk you away to strange places, to other worlds, just through the words inside them. It happened to me, many years ago. The words come alive when you read them out loud. Orpheus – the man who served your father – brought me back with his voice. Mortimer and his daughter, Meggie, have the same gift.’

Violante looked at him in disbelief, as if he had just told her that monsters nested on her shelves.

‘He is lying. That’s all nonsense!’ Jehan’s voice was hoarse with rage. ‘People in a book? They are all dead. That’s why Balbulus painted them all grey. Orpheus had them killed. What did you do to him? Tell us.’

He shoved Dustfinger in the chest. Nyame pulled him back once again, but Dustfinger could see the same question on the Black Prince’s face.

‘N-nothing,’ he stammered. ‘I never wanted to be his friend, that’s all. Or the hero he saw in me. I helped Mortimer fight him. Would you have preferred it if I had joined the Adderhead, as Orpheus wanted?’

Violante stared at her shelves. Did she hear the books whispering, as Dustfinger did since he had first heard a reading voice inside his head?

‘One reads the words out loud?’ Violante’s eyes were as wide as a child’s. ‘And then you go into them?’

Of course she believed him. Brianna had told Dustfinger that Violante preferred the company of books to most people. She had always made an exception for his daughter, though.

‘But Brianna always read to me!’ she said. ‘Why . . .’

Dustfinger had opened the page that showed his image. Balbulus had surrounded the words on the right with flames. He looked at Nyame. ‘You read it. Please.’

Nyame stood in front of the book.

‘Head north, Fire-Dancer! There is a city with three chalices in its coat of arms. There you will find out how you can see those you love again. But you must come alone.’

Nyame closed the book abruptly, as if he wanted to prevent Orpheus’s words from escaping.

Violante was still staring at her shelves. But suddenly she turned to face them. ‘The book stays here,’ she said. ‘If the Fire-Dancer is right, it has trapped Brianna inside. And it won’t be safe anywhere else.’

Dustfinger wanted to protest, but Nyame gave him a warning look.

‘Leave it here!’ he whispered to him. ‘She is right, it will be safest in the castle. And you don’t want to drive yourself insane staring at the pictures all the time. You should not do Orpheus that favour. I know you think you understand this spell, but what is the significance of the illuminations? And the grey? And the fact that Balbulus is dead? You are not thinking clearly, otherwise you would be asking yourself the same questions. We have to find out more about this book before we go looking for Orpheus.’

Of course he was right. But nevertheless Dustfinger found it very hard to leave the book behind in the castle.

‘Can your librarian find out for us which city in the north has three chalices in its coat of arms?’ Nyame asked, as he handed the book back to Violante.

‘Certainly.’ Violante pressed the book to her chest, as if she could feel the heartbeat of all those who were trapped inside. ‘And we will force Orpheus to read all those who have vanished out again. And to show me how one gets inside a book.’ She looked around her library as if she was already choosing which one she would order Orpheus to read.

Dustfinger felt sick. There you will find out how you can see those you love again. But you must come alone.

Jehan stood by the desk, studying the small carvings. ‘So real,’ he murmured. ‘As if they could come to life any moment.’ He lifted his head and looked at Nyame. ‘What if it was not the words that took them, but the pictures? Maybe that’s why Balbulus was killed. A friend of mine lives with the Women of the Woods. She says they can hide in images.’

Dustfinger shook his head impatiently. ‘This is Orpheus’s handiwork. He does everything with words and has no interest in pictures.’

Jehan shrugged his shoulders. ‘Can I take these?’ He pointed at the carvings that bore the faces of his mother and sister. ‘You have the book.’

Violante hesitated, but finally she nodded. ‘The Women of the Woods – you should warn your friend about them! They are crazy. They believe they can turn into animals and understand the language of plants. That’s what happens when you live alone in the forest.’

Jehan looked at the two carvings in his hand. ‘Lilia thinks very highly of them,’ he said, as he gently put the small pieces of wood into his pocket. ‘I’ll talk to her. What do we have to lose? What about the things he says?’ He gave Dustfinger a hostile stare. ‘Don’t they sound crazy?’

Jehan was so much like his mother. Roxane had often looked at Dustfinger in that exact same way. But in her eyes, he had always been able to find love as well.
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Grey



The day is done, and the darkness

Falls from the wings of Night

Henry W. Longfellow, The Day Is Done

Grey. That was all that Meggie saw, heard and felt. Grey. It filled her heart and her eyes, her hands, her ears . . . It was the ash of everything she had ever been. Meggie could not say how she knew this. But it was the truth.

I have devoured everything, the grey whispered. There is nothing but me. It had a thousand tongues and a thousand hands that held her tight. But Meggie could feel two other hands, warm and familiar. She felt arms that held her, even though the grey made her blind, mute and deaf.

Doria. If only she could see him. Was she only dreaming of him?

They had wanted to travel. Yes.

‘Everything will be all right, Meggie,’ she thought she could hear him whisper. Perhaps she had died?

No, she had met death. Death was white.

The grey was much, much worse. You lost everything to it.
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The Girl with Flowers on Her Forehead



Language is the domain from which the lies come from. The truths are visual.

David Kastan, Stephen Farthing, On Color

Nyame agreed with Jehan. Why not find out more about the spell that had painted all the ones they loved grey, while Violante’s librarian scoured her books for the coat of arms described in the book that had trapped them? Dustfinger still did not want to hear of it, but nonetheless he joined Nyame when he went to Jehan’s workshop to meet his friend Lilia.

Armourers, cauldron-makers and blacksmiths – whom the farmers sought out when the stones in their fields broke their ploughs – were all to be found in the same alleyway where the gold- and silversmiths of Ombra pursued their trade. Jehan’s workshop was at the end of the alley; he not only made the finest gold jewellery in Ombra here, but, when the mood struck him, he also forged window bars and gates that grew flowers. Or cauldrons whose handles were shaped like dragons, and grass fairies made of copper, whose wings were almost as transparent as a dragonfly’s.

Jehan did not like being watched while he worked, but fellow members of his guild often sneaked into his workshop to watch him in secret. Why was this boy able to shape metal in a way they couldn’t hope to, even after decades of practice? ‘His stepfather tamed the fire for him,’ whispered the men, whose pores and wrinkles were blackened by soot, even though they scrubbed it off every evening. ‘Yes, that’s what it is. The boy works with magic.’ But Jehan’s abilities as a smith had nothing to do with either magic or Dustfinger’s fire. All art begins with love, and Jehan loved what the earth bore. Copper, silver, gold, even humble iron . . . As a child, he used to search for stones that kept their shimmer, and he lived in a world where not only the flames answered when you spoke to them; Jehan heard what gold, silver, copper and iron whispered. That’s why they transformed themselves into any shape he asked. Perhaps that was magic, after all.

He was working on a small copper figurine when Nyame and Dustfinger entered his workshop. It was not difficult to recognize the copper features as Brianna’s.

‘Lilia will be here soon,’ Jehan said. ‘She doesn’t really pay much attention to time, so I can’t say exactly when. But, don’t worry,’ he added, with a pointed look at his stepfather, ‘she has never been ten years late.’

Dustfinger didn’t acknowledge the gibe. Nyame had witnessed how the relationship between the two had cooled over the years. Jehan was very like his father – maybe that’s what it was. And then there was the fact that Dustfinger obviously preferred Farid to his stepson. Jehan sometimes reminded Nyame of the young Dustfinger, but neither of them could see how similar they were.

The Women of the Woods . . . Nyame had heard of them, of course. They preferred the company of animals to people, and it was said that you only saw them when they wished you to. Like wolves and foxes. Once in a while, there were rumours that they could do magic, but that was also said about the nymphs and the fire-elves whose honey Dustfinger stole.

‘Lilia lived with us for a while when I was little. I’m sure you remember her?’ Jehan gave Nyame a questioning look.

Of course he did. He hadn’t realized Jehan’s friend was the small, skinny girl Roxane had taken in after her mother’s death. She had mostly hidden whenever he rode into the yard, and then watched him from her hiding place with big eyes.

Jehan washed his hands in a bucket and put the almost finished figurine of his sister on a shelf. ‘My father had only been dead a few months. It comforted my mother, taking care of Lilia. She was with us for almost a year, until her grandmother took her to live with her and the Women of the Woods. Brianna cried so much, because she felt like she’d lost another sister, and Lilia missed us as well. So her grandmother often came to visit us with her, and now we meet in the forest, or send each other messages via the tame crows Brianna keeps at the castle. No,’ Jehan added with a look at his stepfather, ‘she’s not my girlfriend, in case you were wondering. Lilia is like a sister to me. Besides, I think she prefers girls. After Lilia’s grandmother died, Brianna hoped that she would return to Ombra, but Lilia likes being with the Women of the Woods. She says she learns a lot from them.’

‘Like what? Magic?’ Dustfinger reached for the figurine of Brianna.

‘Yes – magic! You say you can disappear in books. What do you call that?’ Jehan did not try to hide the mockery in his voice.

Nyame could sense Dustfinger’s gaze on him. Do you also think that what I told you is ridiculous? his eyes asked. Nyame was not sure. Another world, where they were characters in a book? A book written by the Inkweaver? That really did sound like something out of one of Fenoglio’s fairy tales, or the puppet shows that Battista put on for the children of Ombra. Mortimer, Resa and Meggie, Elinor and Darius . . . How could he believe they were all visitors from a different world, even though his best friend claimed it was so?

Three men walked past the workshop. They whispered to each other when they saw Nyame and Dustfinger. All of Ombra was now talking of those who had vanished, and how the Black Prince and the Fire-Dancer had not been able to protect them. There were even some who accused the two of them of having hexed them all away. Admiration easily turned into fear and resentment, and neither Dustfinger nor Nyame had ever put much effort into pleasing the good citizens of Ombra. Of course they were scared that eleven people had disappeared from their midst. And it was certainly better that nobody in Ombra knew about the grey book. Or about Dustfinger’s claims that a human voice was enough to make someone disappear into ink and paper.

‘There she is.’ Jehan pointed down the alleyway. ‘Be nice to her. She doesn’t like being in town.’

The girl who stepped into the workshop wore her hair as short as a fawn’s fur.

Jehan smiled at her. ‘Thank you for coming.’ He pointed at Dustfinger. ‘You have probably heard of my stepfather. And this . . .’

‘This is the Black Prince,’ Lilia completed his sentence. ‘Protector of the poor and the weak, hope to those who have none. That’s how my mother always described him. I think she was a bit in love with you. From a distance, of course.’ She smiled at Nyame.

He returned her smile. Her forehead was inked with plants. Bramble, thistle, a wild rose . . .

‘In his message Jehan said something about carved faces. Can I see one?’

Nyame put the one of himself in her hand. Lilia ran her fingers over the carved features. Then she sniffed the wood.

‘Alder. But something about it smells strange.’ She frowned. ‘Carvings like this are usually harmless. They copy faces, but not to harm someone.’ She handed the figure back to Nyame. ‘Couples have them made to have a portrait of the other. But those who make them usually use willow.’

A horned head pushed out of Dustfinger’s rucksack. His marten, Gwin, had returned last night, as if he had felt that his master needed him. When Lilia smiled at him, he pricked up his ears and jumped on to her shoulder. Nyame could see from Dustfinger’s face that he immediately viewed Lilia in a more positive light. Nothing gained his respect more readily than his marten’s affection. Gwin rubbed his face on Lilia’s cheek when she whispered something into his pricked ears. It was rumoured that the Women of the Woods could talk to animals. Nyame was certain.

‘Jehan also told me about the book and the pictures.’ Lilia smiled when Gwin clambered down her arm as if he felt quite at home. ‘The Women of the Woods don’t have any books. Written words gain power all too easily.’

Dustfinger exchanged a look with Nyame.

‘Portraits are a different matter,’ Lilia continued. ‘They can summon and heal, comfort, help to remember. One can forge them from metal, like Jehan, carve them from wood, make them out of wax, or paint them with colours. Pictures give life, but Jehan says these are all grey. I’m not sure what that means. Maybe the others know more. You should show them the book. Can I see it?’

‘It’s at the castle,’ Jehan said.

Lilia looked at the towers that threw their shadows over the roofs of Ombra. ‘It will be strange to go there without visiting Brianna in her chambers,’ she said quietly. ‘Nevertheless, I would like to see her portrait. And that of your mother.’

Jehan put out the fire in his forge and shut up his workshop with a chain and padlock before they headed to the castle. Once in a while, the other smiths stole some of his tools or a bucket of embers, to try to discover his secrets. It didn’t take him long, but when they emerged from the alleyway into the square in front of the castle, they could tell immediately that something had happened. The guard in front of the gates had been reinforced, and one of Violante’s messengers ran towards them breathlessly as soon as he spotted them.

The last book that the Great Balbulus had illuminated had disappeared.
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Love Is a Sharp Knife



We have to distrust each other. It is our only defense against betrayal.

Tennessee Williams, Camino Real

[image: ]The old librarian almost caught me! You must never ask something like this of me again, Baldassare Rinaldi!’

Violante of Ombra did not seem to look for beauty in her maids, but Rinaldi had picked the most decent-looking one. Luckily, Donatella was not that bright, either. She still did not suspect that he might have had anything to do with Balbulus’s murder, even though he had been with her right before. But it had taken his substantial powers of persuasion and many of his verses to convince her to steal the book for him. She, of course, insisted on the usual endearments before she pulled it out from under her skirts, and while he checked that it was the right one, she pressed herself against him, as if only his embrace could assuage her guilty conscience.

‘Oh, why do I love you so much, Baldassare?’ she whispered breathlessly as she covered his face with kisses.

Why? Because he was so much more exciting than all the sappy courtiers who usually surrounded her.

‘Have you written any new verses for me?’

He closed her mouth with a kiss. Poor Donatella. Why should she not enjoy her last minutes? No, he was not a hard-hearted man, even if he did not allow sentimentality to affect his work.

‘I have to go!’ he whispered, pulling her beneath the bridge that stretched across the river just below the city walls. ‘My employer is waiting. Duty calls, my pretty. Nobody saw you leave the castle, did they?’

She pushed back her mouse-brown hair with a sigh. ‘Only the guards. I told them that I had to run some errands for Violante.’

‘Good.’ Rinaldi gave her one last smile and closed his hands around her throat. ‘Sleep well, my dove.’

She tried to fight him, but she barely had the strength of a chicken. Rinaldi was not sure what caused the shock in her eyes. Disappointed love? The certainty of imminent death? She still wore that expression on her face when her heart stopped beating: surprise, shock, the plea imploring him not to betray her in this shameful way.

‘Look at it this way, my dear,’ Rinaldi said as he pushed her lifeless body into the river. ‘It was a very romantic end. Worthy of a song.’

‘At least spare her the song!’ Ironstone came out from behind the stone where he had been hiding. It was the first time that Rinaldi had allowed someone to watch him work. But the glassy face of the tiny fool showed not admiration but revulsion.

‘You really are a monster, Baldassare Rinaldi!’

‘Oh, please,’ Rinaldi retorted unabashed, sweeping his long hair out of his eyes. ‘I am an artist in everything that I do.’

Donatella had already disappeared from view. The river had carried her away.

‘Why don’t you rid the world of the Black Prince as well, while you’re at it – if killing is so easy for you?’ Ironstone asked accusingly. ‘Orpheus won’t take the news well that he of all people escaped his revenge.’

Rinaldi only shook his head in contempt. ‘You can’t snuff out the Black Prince as easily as a book painter and a maid, Glass Brain, even if he undoubtedly deserves death for his bad taste in songs, if nothing else. But Orpheus has not paid for such extra work, and I can feel inspiration for new songs coming on – immortal songs!’

Rinaldi pulled a few of Donatella’s hairs off his vest and hummed some freshly improvised verses as he climbed up the riverbank.

‘I’m warning you, Rinaldi!’ the glass man shrieked as he rushed after him. ‘Orpheus does not take it lightly when one doesn’t execute his instructions to the letter! Many are fooled by his face, but even though Orpheus looks like a pouting boy getting on in years . . .’

Rinaldi had to admit, that was a fantastic description of their employer.

‘He . . .’ Ironstone wheezed from the effort it took to keep up with him. ‘He is far crueller than you, and has much more wit.’

Was that so? Rinaldi stopped and stared down at the glass man.

‘Much more wit?’ He gave Ironstone an evil smile. ‘Well, that’s certainly not something people would say about you. Why don’t I just tell Orpheus that you were the one meant to take care of the carving of the Prince? Yes, I think that’s what I will do.’

The tiny glass man stared up at him, aghast! What a devoted little servant he was despite all his malice.

‘You wouldn’t dare!’ he cried shrilly.

‘Oh, really? Why not? My services are a lot more valuable to Orpheus than yours. Sharpening quills? Stirring ink? Did he let you paint the pictures in the book? No, we had to find an illuminator in Ombra! Maybe I will also tell Orpheus that you would rather chase glass women than act as his scout. Did you go to the Fire-Dancer’s farm, as he demanded? Most of what you report back to him you know from that tavern, where the owner puts corks on the bar as stools for your kind, so you pay for her bad wine. I, on the other hand, catch the girls that he uses to pay the Shadow Reader. And what would your fine master be without her help? Nothing!’

‘You won’t tell him any of that!’ Ironstone screeched. ‘I have been supporting Orpheus for many years, in everything that he does. I didn’t leave him when he had to flee. While you—’

Rinaldi threw his knife so precisely that the blade embedded itself in the mud right next to the glass man. It quivered with the force of the throw, and the hilt hit Ironstone on the head. The imp held his head in both hands as he stumbled back with a shocked expression on his face.

‘Do you know how many unemployed glass men there are?’ Rinaldi pulled the knife from the ground and wiped it clean on his trousers until it gleamed. It was a good knife. ‘I can get Orpheus a new one any time. But men like me are not so easy to find. Did you know that the Black Prince lost his little sister in an attack on the Motley Folk’s camp where he grew up? I am going to take a turn through the taverns of the city now and spread some rumours about the travelling folk. A few good citizens can always be convinced that only thieves and kidnappers live in those colourful wagons and tents. That should keep the Black Prince busy for the next few days, and he won’t have any time to protect his fire-eating friend. Oh yes, Baldassare Rinaldi thinks of everything! Be at the inn in two hours, or I’ll head back to Grunico without you. And don’t you dare try to feed me some nonsense excuse about a cat delaying you again!’

With that, he strode off, humming one of his best songs – in his opinion. With the book they came for safely stowed away in his rucksack.
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Promised



To keep a bad promise does not make it good.

Michael de Larrabeiti, The Borribles Go for Broke

[image: ]Wait until Jehan and Lilia are back from the Women of the Woods. Nardo, look at me! Don’t go alone, swear it to me. No matter what the book promises.’

But Dustfinger did not look at Nyame. How could he promise that? They were sitting side by side on the bank of a pond that held a secret very few knew about. The small nymphs who lived in the reeds could chase away most sadness with their laughter. Today, though, not even they could help.

Dustfinger often came here with Nyame when they wanted to be alone. The swarms of dragonflies, gliding over the water, had been there the very first time they had sat together on the wet bank – back in the days when Nyame was not the Black Prince, just a rebellious boy who had some skill with a knife and sword. Dustfinger was very grateful to the bear for saving his friend from Orpheus’s revenge. Without Nyame, he might already have drowned himself in a pond like this.

Did all stories repeat themselves? Did every life have a refrain you could not escape? Had he only fooled himself into believing he was free, while the words continued to spin their web, until it was so tight that it devoured him and everyone around him?

‘Promise me!’ Nyame grabbed him by the shoulders. ‘You won’t help the others by doing what the book says. It’s a trap. Every word!’

Of course it was. But what if he could only see Roxane and Brianna again by stepping into that trap? I cannot live without them, Nyame, he wanted to say. I did it for too long. But he stayed silent, as he so often did.

‘Violante’s librarian has found out which city in the north has three chalices in its coat of arms,’ he then said. ‘I know that you told the old man not to tell me. But luckily Taddeo is a great admirer of mine. Grunico. Does the name mean anything to you? The city is said to be quite wealthy. Silver, wood, silk.’

Nyame gazed over the murky water and shook his head. ‘I’ve never been that far north. You know I’m drawn south. Maybe because the fairy tales my mother used to tell us always came from there.’

Dustfinger had never met Nyame’s mother. Like himself, Nyame had been travelling alone when they first met. His mother’s stories, though, Dustfinger knew as well as if he too had sat by her fire when he was a child. Sometimes words really were a wonderful thing . . . As long as you did not write them down. Nyame was a few years younger than him, and for a while Dustfinger had played the older brother. He remembered that he had quite enjoyed it. But they had swapped roles quickly. Nyame had always wanted to protect those he loved, maybe because he had not been able to save his sister. Maybe. In Dustfinger’s experience most people were woven from more than one thread.

One of the nymphs poked her head out of the water; their reflections quivered on the surface.

‘Lilia thinks she can take Jehan to the Women of the Woods tomorrow,’ Nyame said. ‘And I need three days to organize the camp so that Lazaro can take my place while I am away. As soon as that’s done, we ride together. Jehan will come as well.’

‘That’s all right.’ Dustfinger nodded.

‘You still have not promised me.’

No one knew him better, not even Roxane. It had been so difficult to get by in the other world without Nyame’s friendship.

‘Three days,’ Dustfinger said, and looked him in the eye just as he had asked. ‘I still have to go to the fire-elves, anyway, so I don’t run out of their honey before we find Orpheus.’

‘Good.’ Nyame nodded, relieved. ‘You still think that you have to do things alone. The years have not changed that. But we will handle this together. Just like we used to. You will see.’

The Black Prince trusted those he loved, just as readily as he mistrusted his enemies. And the years in the other world had made Dustfinger a very good liar. There his life had depended on it. Nevertheless, he hated using this talent with his best friend now. But he couldn’t wait three days. And he had to go alone, for he did not want to risk losing Nyame as well.

‘Here. For all the times when you have to get by without me.’ Dustfinger reached for Nyame’s hand and pushed a thin gold ring on to his middle finger. ‘You live a much more dangerous life than I do, and sometimes I don’t hear from you for months. That’s why I asked Jehan to capture a little fire in gold. I don’t know how he managed it, but it works. We tried it. You have to twist the ring and call my name. The fire will answer, loud and fast. So only use it in emergencies.’

Nyame gently touched the gold band on his finger. ‘Three days. Say it. Promise.’

‘Three days.’ Dustfinger was ashamed to see the trust in his friend’s face.

They sat there side by side for a long while. With Nyame it was easy, sitting here like this, listening to the nymphs and watching the dragonflies hunt. Would he ever see him again? He hoped so.

But he had to go alone. For Roxane and Brianna. And because this was his only chance to protect Nyame from Orpheus’s vengeance.
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The Quill



‘But you must pay me too,’ said the Witch, ‘and it is not little I demand.’

Hans Christian Andersen, The Little Mermaid

It was done, was it not? Orpheus couldn’t say how many times he had counted the crosses he had carved on his shabby wall – one for every day since Ironstone and Rinaldi had left for Ombra. Yes, if everything had gone according to plan, Rinaldi had the book and was on his way back. And Dustfinger had lost everyone he loved, and seen their faces turn grey.

So . . . Why did he not feel anything? Surely one must feel it when the heart of one’s greatest foe breaks? ‘Give me something so I can see Dustfinger,’ he had begged the pupil of the Shadow Reader the last time he had met her under the alder tree. ‘A glass orb, or some kind of mirror, so I can see his face when he realizes what I’ve done to him! I want to watch the pain redraw the scars that the White Women wiped off his skin! I want to witness the moment when realization dawns in his eyes that Orpheus has taken everything he loves.’ He needed to see it with his own eyes. We need images to make us believe and feel. But these damned mountains made him blind – he was so far from the scene of his glorious vengeance. What if Rinaldi had made off with the money instead of paying Balbulus, and his plan had gone up in smoke? It was not as if the glass man could have stopped Rinaldi.

Enough, Orpheus.

A mirror. Yes, that’s what he needed. But Giovanna, the absurdly young creature the Shadow Reader sent to the cursed tree to conduct her business, had just laughed at him when he’d asked for one. ‘A mirror that shows you what you want to see?’ she had mocked him. ‘Oh yes, those exist, but no one knows where. You could try asking the tree over there. The elf trapped inside could probably make such mirrors.’

She often talked such incomprehensible nonsense. And she liked scaring people. Why else would she have told him, with obvious pleasure, that the grave where he left a coin every time he wanted to ask something of her mistress contained the remains of an entire family who had fallen victim to her grim teacher’s magic? Orpheus was, of course, no stranger to the desire to make others afraid, but the shadows that he saw in Giovanna’s eyes made him shudder. If even the Shadow Reader’s pupil gave him goosebumps, despite her youth, how terrifying was the mistress? No, for now, he had no desire to meet her.

Nevertheless. It was time to take another coin to the cemetery. His next act of vengeance was approaching, and he still resided in a pauper’s chamber! Dustfinger could not see him like that when he came to beg him to return everything that he had taken from him. No. For that day, he needed a house that spoke of power and riches. The Shadow Reader would, of course, demand the usual payment, and, without Rinaldi’s help, it wouldn’t be easy to obtain, but he would find a way.

He had to find a way.

The pupil liked to meet at the cursed tree in the early afternoon. Thank goodness. Even during daylight hours, it was not easy to find the way. When he had first shown Orpheus the way, Rudolf had tried to turn back a few times, and only the promise that his wretched children would be fed for a whole month had persuaded him to keep walking. A promise that Orpheus had, of course, not kept.

The last section was the worst. In order to reach the tree, he had to cut a path through the thorny thickets of the mountain forest. Orpheus got stuck in a snowdrift twice. Swearing himself hoarse, he finally stumbled into the clearing where the tree stood. Well, the word ‘clearing’ was really a bit of an overstatement. Although a piece of leaden grey sky opened up above it, the place always struck Orpheus as significantly darker and colder than the rest of the forest. And it was not difficult to believe Rudolf’s warning that touching the trunk of the alder tree that grew in the centre could make you sick, as did standing in its shadow.

The clearing was, as always, completely deserted. Orpheus had never encountered anyone else at the tree. But, once again, the impressive silver offerings between the roots were evidence that he was not the only one who came here. A heavy candelabra and some silver jewellery had been added since his plea for a mirror had been dismissed. Orpheus stepped from one foot to the other, shivering, while Giovanna kept him waiting, as usual. Maybe he should try his luck with the magic of the tree, instead of with the Shadow Reader for a change? But, then again, Rudolf had told him only yesterday about a man who had been turned to wood after leaving his silver offering under the alder tree. No. The Shadow Reader was at least more predictable.

Orpheus threw an uneasy look at the tree. The trunk really did arch as if someone were trying to escape from it, and it didn’t take much imagination to find more than one hideous face in the bark. He stared at the pine trees where Giovanna usually emerged. What would be the best way of phrasing his wish? At their first meeting Giovanna had clearly been impressed by how elaborately he had plotted his revenge: a book whose magic was hidden in the images rather than the words . . . True, the grey initials had been the idea of the Shadow Reader. But still.

Giovanna, as usual, appeared between the trees so suddenly that it made Orpheus jump. Which she, of course, enjoyed immensely. She was a skinny thing, with eyes that seemed too large for her face, and fine, white-blonde hair. Orpheus guessed her to be sixteen at the most.

‘Orpheus. You’re turning into a regular.’ Giovanna’s voice always reminded him of the purr of a kitten. One with very sharp claws. ‘What can we do for you this time?’

She studied him with that strangely knowing look, which always made Orpheus want to strike her.

‘Let me guess,’ she purred. ‘Wealth and power, am I right? That is why you came this time. And you would not mind if the good citizens of Grunico were a little more afraid of you. Because then their fear can make you forget how much you fear yourself.’

Oh, he really would have liked to strike her. Right in that pretty, pale face. She made him feel he was a pathetic, naked worm, which at any moment she could pick up and wipe out with her pointed beak.

‘You guess correctly,’ he forced out, struggling to suppress his anger. ‘I want your mistress to make me rich and powerful, which is probably not an unusual wish. But can you really give me these things? So far, I have had nothing but promises. What if all the talk of dark magic is nothing but smoke and mirrors? All I have as evidence so far is a glass man with a stomach ache.’

The smile that played around her young mouth was a blade that cut Orpheus into fine slices. ‘Smoke and mirrors? Those can be very powerful. And very uncomfortable.’ She stepped into the shadow of the alder tree and looked up into its bare branches. ‘Regarding the dark magic – it would be best if you did not speak of things you do not understand.’

She turned and smiled at Orpheus. ‘It is very easy for my mistress to make you rich. But she demands the usual payment.’

‘I’m aware of that.’ Based on his calculations, Rinaldi would return with the book in no more than two weeks. He could probably delay the payment until then. And Dustfinger would not arrive any sooner either – it was a long way from Ombra. Two weeks . . . Was that really long enough to become rich and powerful, even with the help of dark magic? He was almost without income at the moment. His outburst at Serafina Cavole’s had cost him most of his students.

‘I will pay,’ he said. ‘The usual price. But I need the spell now!’

Giovanna nodded, as if she had expected that.

‘My mistress anticipated your wish this time,’ she said. ‘She sends you this.’

She unfastened a small case from her belt. ‘I will take it back if we do not receive your payment by the end of the month. And, believe me, you will not want to give it up.’

The feather she took out of the case had a pattern of fine blotches that were as grey as the pigments for Violante’s illuminator. It was sharpened into a point like a writing quill.

Orpheus pressed his finger against the hollow point.

Was it possible? Had the Shadow Reader guessed his most secret desire? Did she give him back power over words, more than he had ever had before? For a delicious moment, a book appeared before Orpheus’s eyes, written by him, continuing Fenoglio’s story as he had always wanted to read it.

Giovanna broke his hope like a toy that he did not deserve. Her smile knew everything about his useless tongue and the words that no longer obeyed him; she pointed at the quill in his hand.

‘When you write a person’s name with it,’ she said, ‘it will reveal their darkest secret to you. The very darkest.’

She handed him the case. ‘Take good care of it. It does not require any ink. And, regarding the payment: remember, the girl must be selfless and full of light. She has to embody everything my mistress once was and has lost in the shadows.’

Yes, yes. As if he could ever forget this absurd requirement. Even Rinaldi found it difficult to fulfil. What did Giovanna’s mistress do with the girls that reminded her of her young self? Orpheus had decided that it was probably best not to know the answer.

Giovanna gave him another scathing smile. So many questions, her eyes said. And you don’t know any of the answers.

‘I was very powerful once!’ Orpheus snapped at her. ‘Does your mistress also know that? I could make words into reality! Unicorns, blue fairies, leaf men . . . I created them all from nothing but letters and my voice. One day they will obey me again, and maybe then you will come to me as a supplicant.’

This time she laughed out loud. The laughter pealed from her mouth and nested in the cursed tree behind her, as if it had been ensnared in its branches.

‘Oh, you were a silver tongue. The gift is easily lost, if you use it for your own advantage too many times. Silly, isn’t it? What is the use of power that must be selfless?’

No. No, she was lying. It simply could not be true! My gift will return! Orpheus wanted to scream. One day. They will obey me again. All the words of this world!

But Giovanna only looked at him with her grey eyes, and he understood that she really did speak the truth. The gift is easily lost. The only talent he had ever had, the only quality that had made him special, better, more powerful than others . . . lost. From now on he would have to pay for dirty spells to be all these things. So what, Orpheus thought, furiously wiping his fogged-up glasses with his sleeve. He felt for the case that he had put in his pocket. The quill inside did not have the abilities he longed for, but it sounded like a very useful tool.

Giovanna, as always, remained beneath the alder tree when he rushed away, away from the clearing heaped with silver, away from her. For as long as he could still see her, she never moved. She probably did not want to reveal in which direction her mistress’s home lay.

The gift is easily lost, if you use it for your own advantage too many times. Tears misted up Orpheus’s glasses, again and again, while he struggled back through the forest. He fell a few times because he couldn’t see through them. He had been so sure that his talent would return one day! The only magical gift at his command. All the doors that his voice had been able to open between the letters – shut! For ever. And whose fault was it?

He balled his cold hands into fists. Dustfinger. For him, he would have used his gift selflessly, but the Fire-Dancer had not wanted it. The hatred for his former hero burnt away his self-pity.

Rudolf looked very surprised when Orpheus returned home, his face stained with tears.

‘I don’t want to be disturbed!’ Orpheus snapped at him. ‘Leave me alone!’

Then he locked himself in his room and took the quill from its case. He could not tell what bird it came from. It must have been a large one.

I will take it back if we do not receive your payment by the end of the month. Where could he get the girl from? Maybe he could find one at the poorhouse? Or among the beggars down by the graveyard? Although they probably did not have much light left in them, considering the lives they had to lead. Oh, how good it had been when he did not have to pay for the help of others!

Over.

Orpheus took a sheet of paper from the meagre supply he still had. Whose name should he write first? There were many rich men and women in Grunico, and he could imagine all of them keeping dark secrets, but who would make him rich fast enough? He considered them all, the elite of the city: the owners of the grandest houses, the most beautiful carriages, the best horses; the men everybody made way for when they walked across the market, followed by slaves and servants. Most of them were men, but there were rich women as well. Like the widow who owned the silver mine outside the city, and financed entire wars with the income. A smile spread across Orpheus’s lips and drove away the bitterness. This might turn out to be fun.

He set the tip of the quill on the blank sheet and wrote the first name that came to mind. A highly honoured and influential name in Grunico.

The quill began to write. It was true that it did not need any ink – the words it wrote left a fine grey trace on the blank paper. Orpheus had to only follow it with his hand.
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The Fastest Way



A map, it is said, organizes wonder.

Ellen Meloy, The Last Cheater’s Waltz

It was still dark when Dustfinger left Nyame sleeping next to his bear and headed to Elinor Loredan’s house.

The woman whom Ombra had nicknamed the Juggler Friend had once lived in a fort of books. And Dustfinger had scorned her for knowing life only through the printed word. Back then, he hadn’t realized that Elinor was hiding her longing for other worlds behind all those books, nor had he noticed her passionate heart.

In Ombra the narrow old house Elinor Loredan called home was strangely quiet without Darius’s soft steps and Elinor impatiently calling his name. No one in Ombra could imagine her without Darius by her side, even though he’d been living on his own in a room near the city walls for a long time now. His coat hung next to the front door as if he had just got there to organize Elinor’s books, which became more numerous by the month, though they were nothing compared to the library she’d left behind in the other world. But Dustfinger had not come for Elinor Loredan’s books.

A mouse scurried away when he entered the room she lovingly called her treasure chamber. A shawl embroidered by glass women lay on the padded bench where she liked to sit, a cup with the remains of her tea next to it. Above the bench pictures of the landscape around Ombra covered the whitewashed walls: the river with the nymphs, the Wayless Wood, even the pond where Dustfinger had sat with Nyame was there. The whole room spoke of Elinor’s love for this world. Between the windows hung paintings of all the creatures that in her world could only be met in books: nymphs and water men, gnomes and blue fairies, glass people, fire-elves, leaf men and moss-women . . . Resa had painted some of them, but most of the pictures came from travelling artists, who drew anything you liked for a few copper coins at the market. There were some creatures even Dustfinger had never encountered. Two-headed trolls, dragons, winged horses – Elinor shook her head fiercely whenever you suggested that these creatures were pure invention, or she snippily pointed out that the artist was simply better travelled. Maybe she was right. By now even Farid had seen more of this world than he had. What lay beyond the ocean that was a two-day journey from Ombra? Even at his most restless, Dustfinger had never boarded a ship to find out. Maybe because fire was at odds with the water?

One wall was covered in maps – that was the reason he had sneaked into Elinor’s abandoned home. Since her arrival in Ombra, she had developed a passion for cartography, even though maps of his world still included many patches of unexplored land, and one could never be sure if they were based on reality or the cartographer’s imagination. Nevertheless, Elinor’s collection was impressive. Doria and Meggie had planned their journey in front of this wall, until Nyame had given them the map made by one of his scouts. Elinor had immediately asked him for a copy. Yes, Nyame could probably have given him a better map, but he could not ask Nyame. And the map that Elinor had of the northern principalities was really not bad.

Dustfinger stepped closer to the wall. Yes, there was the lake where Orpheus had escaped them. But there was a faster route leading from Ombra up into the mountains, to where the name of the city with three chalices in its coat of arms was inked in dark blue letters: Grunico. The artist had surrounded it with snow-capped mountains and dark forests. Dustfinger studied the winding streets leading north from Ombra. The fastest route was probably the old mail-coach road, even though it headed east at first. Dustfinger followed the pale line with his finger. It was a long ride. Twelve days, maybe even more.

‘I can’t promise I will bring it back, Elinor,’ he said quietly, as he removed the map from the wall. ‘But I’m also doing it for Resa, and Mortimer, and Meggie. Wherever you all may be, I will try to find you.’

Even his quiet voice sounded loud in the empty house.

Head north, Fire-Dancer! There is a city with three chalices in its coat of arms. There you will find out how you can see those you love again. But you must come alone.

Would Orpheus let the others go if he offered himself up in exchange for their freedom? Dustfinger had to admit that he didn’t really think so. Gwin was angry when he told him he couldn’t take him. The marten bit him and jumped away, as if he had no intention of returning. But Dustfinger loved him too much to take him anywhere near Orpheus. No. His fur would not turn grey, but stay brown.

Dustfinger left Ombra through the southern gate, in case Nyame was having him watched. But as soon as the castle towers had disappeared behind the surrounding hills, he turned east, and rode cross-country until he met the old mail-coach road.
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Fur, Feathers, Toad Skin



Are you a good witch, or a bad witch?

The Wizard of Oz

[image: ]In the middle of the forest, where else?’ That had always been the only information Lilia would give Jehan and Brianna when they asked where exactly the Women of the Woods lived.

‘I have often told them about you and Brianna,’ she said, as she led Jehan into the woods. ‘So they’ll show themselves to you, but don’t be surprised if they are a little gruff. They mostly talk to plants and animals, and they don’t care much about manners.’

Whatever that meant. The part of the Wayless Wood through which she led Jehan was brimming with wild glass people, leaf men, mushroom men and creatures whose names he did not even know. Normally he would have been enchanted, but today Jehan barely had eyes for what surrounded him. Since Violante had shown him the book, all he could see were the colourless faces of Brianna and his mother looking back at him. And whose fault was it that they were dead paper? When Dustfinger had returned after all those years away, Jehan had admired him at first, and maybe even hoped he would be a new father to him. But Dustfinger only had one son, and he was called Farid. He had just proved that all over again, when he went to look for Farid instead of protecting Brianna.

Lilia stopped. The ruins that appeared between the trees in front of them had once been a village, but the roofs of the houses had long collapsed, and brambles and nettles grew rampant in the windows and doors.

‘Rospo!’ Lilia called. ‘Volpe. Civetta. Please show yourselves. I’ve brought Jehan. I told you about him. He needs our help.’

A spotted owl silently glided from the trees and landed on one of the collapsed roofs. Next, a fox appeared between the houses. And from the well, where a rusty bucket swung in the wind, a toad emerged and stared at Jehan with golden eyes.

‘Jehan, son of Roxane. Roxane the beautiful. Don’t they call her that in Ombra?’ The voice that came from the toad’s speckled lips was the voice of an old woman. ‘Lilia’s mother thought very highly of her, and Lilia says you’re like a brother to her. So. What do you want from the Women of the Woods?’

The owl fluttered on to the well, but the fox stayed where she was, and did not take her eyes off Jehan.

‘My mother and my sister have disappeared,’ Jehan said. ‘They are nothing but pictures in a book. And the pictures are grey. They look like they’re dead, but maybe they can be brought back? With . . .’ He hesitated to say the word out loud. ‘With magic. For what else could have made them dis—’ He did not finish the sentence.

The fox shapeshifted. It happened so fast that Jehan’s eyes still looked for the animal. But where she had been just a moment ago there now stood a woman with grey hair and the eyes of a fox. The toad was older when she became human. The woman sitting on the edge of the well had short white hair. The owl turned out to be the youngest of the three. She was short and stout, and regarded Jehan with eyes that were as dark as the owl’s.

In Jehan’s world there were many ways of changing shape. Not all of them were voluntary. Lilia had told him that the Women of the Woods had dresses of fur and feather that enabled them to shapeshift, and that they had to earn them by befriending the animal whose shape they desired. Jehan had heard in Lilia’s voice how much she longed for such a dress herself, but she had not told him which one.

The three women were barefoot, despite the autumn cold, and their dresses were not grey, like those worn by the farm women, but yellow, green and russet brown. Jehan felt sure they must dye them with roots, leaves and flowers, like his mother did. Roxane loved colours, and would never have worn grey. The thought was like a thorn in his flesh.

‘The pictures you talk about,’ the toad said. ‘They are grey?’

‘Yes. All of them.’

The toad and the fox exchanged a glance.

‘So that means something to you?’ Lilia gave Jehan a hopeful look.

‘Grey is the colour of the Shadow Readers.’ The fox’s voice shook. ‘One in particular prides herself on her grey spells.’

The owl reached for her hand, but the fox pulled it away.

‘Who made the grey pigment that was used to paint them?’ This time her voice was gruff, as if she was ashamed of the weakness she had shown. ‘Tell us, boy.’

The toad gave her a warning look.

Jehan shrugged. ‘We can’t ask the illuminator that. He was murdered. What is a Shadow Reader?’

‘A Woman of the Woods who finds her magic not in the light but in the shadows,’ Lilia whispered to him.

She looked at the fox. ‘Volpe, the one you speak of – does she live in one of the forests near here?’

Volpe shook her head. ‘No, she lives further north. But where exactly no one knows.’

‘The book describes the coat of arms of a city,’ Jehan said. ‘The librarian at the castle found out it’s called Grunico. Does the name mean anything to you? Please! You have to tell me! I would ride to the end of the world to save my sister and my mother.’

The fox looked at him with undisguised disdain. You have no idea what you’re talking about, boy, her gaze said. It measured and weighed him, until Lilia stepped in front of him.

‘Stop it, Volpe,’ she snapped at the fox. ‘Jehan is right. If you know something, you have to tell us. His sister is also my sister, his mother is like my mother, and I will help him to bring them back. They were my family when no one else was.’

‘That was because your grandmother heard about your mother’s death too late!’ the toad retorted. ‘And then the pain made her forget everything else. You cannot know yet what it means to lose a child.’

‘I know what it feels like for a child to lose her mother,’ Lilia shot back. ‘I would not be here if Roxane hadn’t taken me in. She gave me a brother and a sister, when I was so alone that I couldn’t stop crying. And now she is gone. And Brianna as well. So tell us how we can break this Shadow Reader’s spell, and I will help Jehan do it!’

‘Grey spells cannot be broken.’ The owl’s voice was hoarse with warning. ‘The Shadow Readers pride themselves on this. The spells endure even beyond the death of those who cast them.’

Jehan exchanged a desperate look with Lilia. Dead and lost, the ruined houses around them whispered. Like his mother and his sister. Because Dustfinger had somehow drawn the scorn of a man he barely knew.

‘Be careful, boy,’ the owl woman said, as if she had read his thoughts. ‘You will only hurt yourself with your hatred. It makes the Shadow Readers stronger. Light and love are the only protection against them.’

‘Leave him his hatred, Civetta,’ the fox said. ‘You have always underestimated how comforting it can be.’

Lilia put a soothing hand on Jehan’s arm. ‘The Black Prince has also lost friends to the book,’ she said. ‘He will help us to find the city the book describes. He and the Fire-Dancer suspect that an old enemy of theirs has paid for the grey spell.’

‘The Black Prince?’

Jehan was not sure what he heard in Volpe’s voice. Admiration? Hope? Her face closed like a door before he could tell.

Civetta laughed. ‘Now there is one who fights the shadows! The only prince who deserves that title. He has the light of thousands in him, and more people owe him their lives than these woods have trees.’

‘Yes, one hears a lot of good things about him.’ Rospo swung her legs up on to the well. ‘Even from those who don’t have much good news to report.’

Her skin turned green, her body plump.

‘I hope you return,’ she said to Lilia, turning back into a toad. ‘You’re the best pupil we ever saw, but avoid meeting the Shadow Reader at any cost. None of you can face her and walk away. Not even the Black Prince. Tell him that!’

Then she jumped down into the well.


[image: ]










[image: ]




Venomous Verses



Everything in his life now seemed to signal: too late.

Iris Murdoch, The Green Knight

Jehan and Lilia had not been gone long when the first burning torch flew between the tents of the Motley Folk. The smell of burning cloth, the coughing of children – it was all too familiar. After Nyame had helped to put out the fire, he crouched next to the bear and scrubbed the soot off his hands until they bled. But cleaning his skin didn’t silence the voice inside his head. It was his own voice, young and lost, screaming his sister’s name. Haniah. The smoke had suffocated her, before his father had been able to save her from the burning wagon. Nyame had been twelve, she was only ten. Haniah . . . In his father’s native tongue, her name meant luck. Nyame had seen so much death since then, but that one still weighed more heavily than all the others. While the other inhabitants of their camp had put out the last embers and bandaged burnt limbs, he had wiped the tears off his mother’s face again and again, with the fingers of a child. Time did not heal all wounds, and tonight’s attack once again turned the Black Prince into a boy, mourning his sister. Nyame later told himself that this was why he did not doubt his scouts when they told him that Dustfinger really had gone to the fire-elves.

The next attack came only a few hours later, shortly after sunset. Three wagons caught fire, and one of the tents where the children slept. One woman got a terrible burn while she saved them. Like your mother, a voice whispered in Nyame’s head, and he tasted the familiar pain that was as much a part of him as his name, like a wine that was both bitter and sweet. Old pain was a fearsome beast that fell asleep when you forgot about it. But its claws were sharp when it woke.

Nyame rode to Violante to ask her for help, but when he returned with three of her guards, the camp burnt anew. And they were all too busy extinguishing the fire, including the soldiers he’d brought, to pursue the attackers.

At least Lazaro demonstrated throughout all the chaos and fear that he would lead the camp well in the Black Prince’s absence. When another torch was thrown at noon, Nyame overpowered the attackers with the help of Lazaro, and delivered them to Violante and the castle’s dungeons, though there were voices who proposed just hanging them from the next tree. The arsonists spouted some drivel about a troubadour who had told them that the Motley Folk caught Ombra’s children and sold them off as slaves.

Nyame spent the rest of the day either helping with the repairs, or up at the castle with Lazaro and Violante, planning how they could protect the camp better. They all knew that the attacks had brought back terrible memories for him, and Battista told the others to leave him alone for a while and take their worries to Lazaro, as the Strong Man would soon step in for him anyway.

‘You have far too many people under your cloak,’ Battista said, when Nyame almost tripped over his bear in exhaustion. ‘Stop thinking that you have to protect the whole world! I’m glad you’ll get away from here for a little while.’

Battista would ride with him to Grunico. Nyame didn’t try to talk him out of it. Battista had been a close friend for so many years. He was also the living memory of Nyame and all those who fought alongside him. The deeds of the Bluejay, the atrocities of the Adderhead, Nyame’s victories and defeats – Battista had put them all into song, and had told their adventures with his beautifully carved puppets in many market squares. That’s what he would do this time as well. If they returned safely.

Lazaro would have liked to join them as well, of course. His younger brother, Doria, was also stuck in the damned book, but Lazaro understood that Nyame wanted to entrust the safety of the camp to him and no one else. Everyone loved the Strong Man. And Nyame knew that Lazaro would keep calm and not launch retaliatory raids if there were further attacks on the camp. That could not be said of anyone else.

The woman who had saved the children from the burning tent died after her wounds got infected. Words can sow poison, and Rinaldi had planted a murderous harvest in the taverns of Ombra.

Meanwhile Dustfinger’s lead grew with every day.
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Malice Rewarded



This is the curse of every evil deed

That, propagating still, it brings forth evil.

Friedrich Schiller, Wallenstein

There. Orpheus lifted the quill off the parchment and listened anxiously for sounds from below. Was that the bell at his new front door? He still hadn’t got used to it. The payment for the Shadow Reader was overdue, and he kept listening to noises downstairs, worried that her pupil would come to claim it. He could not return the quill! Never!

Orpheus gripped the slender shaft more firmly; it had brought him so much joy and money in such a short time. He had to stop worrying! Rinaldi would be back soon, and it usually only took him one night to find a suitable girl.

‘Rudolf!’ he barked into the speaking tube which carried his voice all the way from his writing chamber down into the kitchen. His new house had many useful features like that. The wide staircase that framed the courtyard had peepholes in some steps so one could check who entered the house on the ground floor.

So useful. Orpheus looked around with a satisfied smile. The stone carvings were, admittedly, ostentatious and tasteless, but the size of his writing chamber was very impressive. The banker who owned the house lived on an estate outside the city most of the time, and liked to boast that he was financing the wars of two princes in the region. The quill had revealed to Orpheus that he had also fathered three children with a well-known barmaid in town; despite their mother’s tears, the children were all growing up as anonymous foundlings in the local orphanage. After two threatening letters, his city residence had become Orpheus’s new home.

Oh yes, the quill had changed everything. The best tailor in Grunico now made his clothes for free. The shoemaker, who only worked for the city’s gentry, reluctantly made him two new pairs of boots. And soon he would not even have to pay for the parchment on which he wrote his blackmail letters.

‘My lord, you have a visitor.’ His door was so heavy that he could barely make out Rudolf’s voice. So it was the bell that he had heard.

‘Who is it?’

If it was Giovanna, should he just hide? Or have Rudolf tell her that he was travelling? If she turned Rudolf into a toad, that wouldn’t be so bad. Finding a new servant was bound to be easy, even if he was not planning on paying more.

‘It is Signor Cimarosa, the wine merchant. He says it is urgent.’

Cimarosa. Orpheus gave a sigh of relief. Oh yes. Rudolf had delivered a letter to him only yesterday.

‘Make him wait a few minutes and then take him to the reception room.’

Orpheus did not allow anyone to enter his new writing chamber, not even Rudolf. No one must learn of the quill. Also, it meant he did not have to look at Rudolf’s haggard face all the time. Heavens, what an ugly little man he was! It was high time he replaced him with a beautiful young servant girl. Orpheus had so far only hired a guard: Grappa was just seventeen, but large as a tree. His father was the best butcher in Grunico, and, if Grappa could be believed, he had taught his son how to kill by the time he was five.

Yes, things were looking up.

Orpheus put the quill back into the secret compartment in his desk and put on the velvet tunic that he had received as his first blackmail payment. Then he locked his writing chamber and walked down the pleasingly grand stairs to the first floor. The room where he received his visitors had served the previous owner as a ballroom. The balcony that ran the length of one wall had enough space for sixteen musicians and their instruments. Orpheus’s ears hurt just thinking about it. Was he the only one who thought that even birdsong was a nuisance? Probably. Even Rudolf sang to himself while cooking!

A decorator was putting up scaffolding. Orpheus was having the walls repainted, as they were covered in grass fairies playing all sorts of instruments. Revolting! His walls would be white, and all those who came to him to negotiate his silence would be reminded of the white sheets on which he revealed their secrets. Oh yes. Orpheus shooed the painter into the next room, which also required some redecoration, and struck an impressive pose by the fireplace, ready to receive his visitor.

Antonio Cimarosa bribed the local inspector to give him the award for best wine merchant of the region every year, even though he watered down his wines. If he offered Orpheus his fine wares as payment for his silence, not even a thousand bottles would suffice. Orpheus suppressed a triumphant smile. Not too long ago, he had not been able to afford Cimarosa’s awful wine.

Rudolf led in a stumpy bald man, who wore a brocade coat that hinted at considerable wealth. He regarded Orpheus with the same hostility displayed by all those he blackmailed. Behind it, one could always sense their shame and fear. Orpheus signed the letters with his name. Why not? There was already chatter about his sudden wealth, and none of them had the power to harm him. And in case one of them had the clever idea of getting rid of him, his letters included a postscript: should something happen to him, a copy of the letter would immediately be sent to the chief of police.

No, none of them could do anything to him! Which, naturally, made the whole thing even more entertaining. Orpheus gave Signor Cimarosa a disdainful smile, which made the man’s expression even more grim. He had a girl with him, or rather a young woman – tall, with expressive eyes full of sadness, and hair that was blacker than the best of inks.

Rudolf closed the door behind them and disappeared back to the kitchen. Which reminded Orpheus that he had to find himself a cook. He was so tired of Rudolf’s bland fare.

‘Signor Cimarosa, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ The quill had also given Orpheus back his love for his own voice. Without the pressure of having to bring words to life, it once again resonated, full and velvety.

Cimarosa stuck out his bearded chin.

‘I will not pay what you demand. Business has been bad.’

‘Well, that is no surprise, given your practices.’

Cimarosa turned as red as his watered-down wine. Orpheus had tried it – it was awful. He had left it for Rudolf to add to his dreary sauces.

Orpheus really enjoyed confrontations such as this one. They made his new power so much more tangible than some servant just handing over a purse with money to his guard Grappa.

Cimarosa roughly grabbed the girl he had brought with him by the arm and forced her into a deep curtsey. She stumbled. There seemed to be something wrong with her right foot.

‘This is the eldest daughter of my dead sister. My sister married against the family’s wishes, just to die of the plague with her husband. Now her daughters are a strain on my funds. The youngest I should be able to marry off, even though the rich of the city prefer a paler complexion. This one, though . . . Her foot has been deformed since birth, but she works hard. She even sings while doing it.’

Orpheus let out a deep sigh. Well, that was worse than the deformed foot!

‘All of that is terribly interesting. But what does your sister’s daughter have to do with your unwillingness to pay?’

Cimarosa pressed his lips together, as if to hold back words better not said out loud.

‘You have a large house,’ he said. ‘You’ll need a lot of servants to keep it clean. My niece does not eat much, and you don’t have to beat her often. She’s the only payment you’ll get from me. Do with her as you wish. Sell her, for all I care. But I want written confirmation that nobody will find out what that letter said.’

Orpheus linked his hands behind his back and frowned. Was the girl too old for the Shadow Reader? There was something very grown-up about her. No, with her hair down, she should do. He surveyed the girl, considering, as if he had to think about Cimarosa’s offer. But inside he was jumping with glee. And people said only good deeds were rewarded! Everything turned out for the best in the end. Now he no longer had to sit there with a queasy stomach, waiting for Rinaldi to return. Maybe he should demand a girl for payment more often from now on?

Oh yes, malice really did pay in the end. Now all he needed was to hold the book in his hands, and for Dustfinger to ring the bell downstairs.

Slow down, Orpheus! His vengeance would unfold like a good drama. The first act had been played. The second would follow soon, he hoped. And then – the tragic ending. As baneful as Hamlet’s revenge. What was he thinking? Medea, Titus Andronicus – no, he would avenge himself like a Greek god. Pitiless, epic.

He had nearly forgotten Cimarosa. Back on to the stage, Orpheus.

‘A girl you can’t marry off . . .’ He gave the man’s niece another critical look, although he had to admit that she was in fact very beautiful. ‘You should count yourself lucky, Signor Cimarosa – I find myself in an extraordinarily generous mood today.’

The hatred in the wine merchant’s eyes tasted deliciously familiar. Power, Orpheus. Power, with fear as the harvest. Life had finally become entertaining again.

Signor Cimarosa’s niece stood very tall, as if she were trying to save the last bit of dignity her uncle had left her.

Orpheus had Grappa lock her up in his new cellar. It was very spacious, and useful not just for storing wine and other necessities. From there, not a sound reached the outside or up into the house. Orpheus had tested this himself, by locking Rudolf into one of the vaults and instructing him to scream as loudly as he could. Given his new business venture, such vaults were even more important than they had been in Ombra, where he might have used his cellar for disobedient servants but not much else. The thought brought back the wrong memories: of Dustfinger’s cocky pupil, Farid, and the night when his teacher had freed the little liar. That night had been the first time Dustfinger had shown Orpheus how much he despised him.

He felt the blood rush to his face. Definitely the wrong memories. The book. When would the book finally arrive?

Rudolf objected, as usual, when Orpheus ordered him to meet Giovanna by the cursed alder tree, to tell her that she could come to collect the outstanding payment any time. Why did one have to keep reminding the fool of his starving children?


[image: ]










[image: ]




Life Is Hard for a Glass Man



In time we hate that which we often fear.

William Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra

Rinaldi took his time. He drank and ate more than his horse when they stopped for the night. Was the murderous song-strangler in no rush at all to get back to Grunico? After all, they were returning in triumph! Ironstone was dying to see Orpheus’s face when they finally handed over the book. At which point, he hoped that he would overlook the fact that the Black Prince did not really look like the Black Prince.

‘Your little glass head is going to pop if you keep worrying like this, Shard!’ Rinaldi mocked, every time Ironstone brought up the tiresome subject. ‘I let loose some bad hounds from the Prince’s past, and if he does turn up in Grunico despite all that, it will be long after Orpheus has had his revenge on the Fire-Dancer.’

Was he already on his way? Well, even at Rinaldi’s pace, they must reach Grunico soon. The miles seemed endless! Ironstone could have spent many a boring hour of this journey studying Balbulus’s technique with the brush. But no: Rinaldi kept the book tucked away in his rucksack and did not allow him so much as a peek while they rested and he was busy picking away at his lute. If only the scumbag had been less dangerous. Ironstone had had a glass-blower in Ombra mend the crack in his head, but it still hurt very much. And he could still see his own terrified reflection in Rinaldi’s blade. Still, he had to summon up some courage! It was just too good an opportunity! Otherwise where and when would he ever be able to study Balbulus’s work? He was so tired of trampling across poorly written letters, and Orpheus was bound to lock the book away once it was in his possession. And then how would he be able to convince his master that he could do more than stir ink and sharpen quills?

Rinaldi reined in the horse. Stopping again? They had left the last tavern only a few hours ago!

‘Perfect,’ Ironstone heard him mumble, as he studied the road, which ran through a dense grove of old trees. ‘Like a rabbit into the trap.’

He urged the horse into the trees so abruptly that Ironstone was almost brushed off his shoulder. But, before the glass man could protest, Rinaldi grabbed him and perched him on a branch overlooking the road.

‘Raise the alarm when he comes,’ he said, as he stretched out at the bottom of the tree. ‘I’m sure he will catch up with us in the next few hours.’

‘He?’ Ironstone clung to the swaying branch, cursing. It was raining, and he would soon be as soggy as one of the biscuits that Orpheus dunked into his wine!

‘Yes, he. Surely even your pea brain can work out who I’m talking about!’ From his rucksack Rinaldi pulled out a knife and the salami that he had pinched in the last tavern.

The Fire-Dancer! So that’s why he’d taken his time! Oh no. No – that was not the plan!

‘We have to ride on immediately!’ Ironstone screeched. ‘We are only supposed to bring the book to Orpheus. It must all happen just as the book describes. Dustfinger must come to him of his own accord!’

‘Oh, really?’ Rinaldi put a piece of salami in his mouth. ‘And why is that so important?’

‘That’s none of your business! But Orpheus will be furious if we don’t stick to his instructions!’

‘Nonsense.’ Rinaldi cut another slice of salami. ‘He will be grateful. And I will earn myself a few extra coins if I bring him not just the book but the Fire-Dancer to boot. After all, he is the one this whole thing is about, isn’t he? So keep your beady eyes on the road!’

Ironstone clung to the wretched branch. Oh, this was not good, not good at all! First the Black Prince, and now this!

Below him, Rinaldi grunted as he stretched out his long legs and closed his eyes. Ironstone shook in the freezing wind blowing through the trees. No, Orpheus did not like it at all if his instructions were ignored. Ironstone could bear witness to that: Orpheus had nearly drowned him in an inkpot for doing so on more than one occasion. His master had a terrible temper when he did not get his way. But how could Rinaldi understand why it was so important to Orpheus that Dustfinger still believed his words to be all-powerful? Of course he had no idea. Hmmm. A smile crept over Ironstone’s lips.

Yes, maybe it would be a good thing if the troubadour caught the Fire-Dancer. Maybe this way Rinaldi would finally fall from Orpheus’s good graces. Without Ironstone having to lift a finger.

The glass man almost started to whistle.
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Fire Devours Books



The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.

Robert Frost, Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening

Dustfinger had not taken his own horse. Like the riders of the mail coaches, he rented a fresh one every night to be as fast as possible. He had no doubt that Nyame would try to catch up with him, and he was determined to find Orpheus before that happened. A race against his best friend . . . Every time Dustfinger doubted whether he was doing the right thing, he only had to recall the grey paintings.

Twelve days to reach Grunico. He only rested when the horse needed it. Luckily he didn’t need much sleep, not since he had returned from the White Women. Roxane had spent many nights alone for that reason. It was not easy to live with him; it never had been. ‘Like water and fire’ – that’s how he liked to describe the two of them, to explain – mostly to himself – why their love was so deep and yet so difficult. But that was not a good comparison. Water got by without fire, just as fire did without water. But he was only a shadow of himself without Roxane. The years in the other world had taught him that.

A shadow. Yes, he had not been much more than that in those days, and now the description suited him once more. Just a shadow that the flames cast on the deserted road when he warmed himself by a fire for a few moments at night. It would not have surprised Dustfinger if the sadness had turned his limbs as grey as Brianna and Roxane. But his garments remained red and black, and at every tavern where he stopped to change his horse someone asked if he could call the fire. Hope, warmth, light . . . Nobody knew better than him that the flames could give all that. But now, once again, he saw nothing but soot and darkness when he stared into them, just as he had when he had been lost in another world.

You will find them, Dustfinger! He asked the fire to drive out the darkness that filled his heart, before it took all of his strength. But Orpheus’s vengeance was well chosen. When he’d read him from one world to another, he had probably already understood that the Fire-Dancer was only a shadow without those he loved.

Be the flame, Dustfinger. It is the only way you will be able to free them, he told himself with every mile, letting the fire take the shape of wolves and bears that bounded behind him. But the grey pictures rode with him and soon turned them into soot and ash.

The weather grew colder the further north he went. You are doing exactly what Orpheus wants, the wind whispered as it blew towards him. Turn around and wait for your friends. You promised Nyame. No, he hadn’t promised, even if Nyame believed he had. He had learnt the hard way to treat words with caution. Besides – what choice did he have? Didn’t Orpheus’s words drive him north? Stop it, Dustfinger. Deeds, not words, tell stories.

If only he could believe that.

One time he did almost stop. When the flames showed him Nyame’s face, as though even the fire was trying to make him see reason. What’s the plan? Are you going to beg Orpheus to read you into the book as well? Nyame asked from the flames. Wait for me! Together we’ll find a better way!

Perhaps he really would have turned around to wait until Nyame appeared, and reminded him with an embrace how often they’d found a way together, though all hope seemed lost. Too late, Dustfinger. A man was waiting on the road ahead, where it ran between the trees. Dustfinger had seen him before – he had auditioned for the Prince with his songs. Very bad songs. Had he turned to banditry because his talents as a troubadour were so poor?

The fire came without Dustfinger having to call it. It sensed his unwillingness to deal with anything but his own despair. His horse shied when the flames flared up from the road, but Dustfinger was able to soothe it. Animals listened to him almost as readily as the fire.

‘Get out of my way!’ he called to the stranger. ‘Or I will leave it to the flames to clear the road. They are hungry and, believe me, they do what I say.’

They were already taking the form of wolves and a burning bear that resembled Nyame’s. The man took a wary step back, but he stayed on the road and drew a knife. On his shoulder squatted a glass man with grey limbs, who looked all too familiar. Ironstone?

‘Your fiery pets are very impressive!’ his human companion called out. ‘But I think you’d better call them back, or they might end up eating this.’

The small book he pulled out from under his cloak had a grey binding. ‘I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure yet. Baldassare Rinaldi. It is thanks to me that your wife and daughter are stuck in this book.’

The burning bear grew and bared its teeth.

‘Give it to me,’ Dustfinger said. ‘I will get you whatever you want. I will pay you double what Orpheus is paying you.’

Rinaldi laughed. ‘Not a chance, Fire-Dancer. I finish my jobs. I have a reputation to protect!’

The night filled with sparks. They rained from the trees. The fire could taste Dustfinger’s hatred. It didn’t want to listen to him. It wanted to bring him the book, to wrest it from Rinaldi with fiery claws.

‘Oh, it seems you want to see how fast it burns.’ Rinaldi held the book out to the flaming wolf. It snapped at it with burning teeth. No!

‘You will come with me,’ Rinaldi said, pulling the book back. ‘Tied up, but unharmed. Or I feed the pictures of your loved ones to your pets. Your choice, Fire-Dancer.’

Had it ever been a good idea not to listen to Nyame? Never.

‘I’m starting to lose my patience!’ Rinaldi said in a sharper voice. ‘Let’s see. Which page comes first?’ He opened the book and ran his knife across the parchment. ‘The one with your daughter. Yes. Oh, she is pretty!’

The fire wanted to tear the man apart. Dustfinger had never felt it so angry inside him before. The flames did not want to obey when he called them back with a desperate whisper, and, despite the glass man’s shrill protests, Rinaldi put his knife to the page that depicted Brianna.

Shadows. Dustfinger let them fill his heart, and the flames turned to soot and died, as did his hope that this story would have a happy ending after all.

Rinaldi wiped a few flecks of ash from the book and put it back in his rucksack. ‘That was very close. Reckless, I would say. You must know that I don’t care for books at all. They are too chatty for me, even though this one at least has a few pictures.’ He gestured impatiently at Dustfinger. ‘Get off the horse. Hurry up about it.’

Dustfinger didn’t waste his energy resisting when Rinaldi tied his hands behind his back. ‘You would be so much easier to transport dead, but, all right, Orpheus wants you alive.’

Rinaldi lifted Dustfinger back on to his horse and, with a sharp whistle, summoned his own from between the trees.

‘I’ve often been a tool of revenge,’ he observed, while tying the reins of Dustfinger’s horse to his own, ‘but Orpheus really has very elaborate thoughts on the subject. “Let me cut this Fire-Dancer’s throat,” I said to him. “What’s the point in all this fuss? Kill him and forget about him!” But no! A book! Grey pictures! I want him alive, Rinaldi!’ He mimicked Orpheus’s voice surprisingly well. ‘Be honest, Fire-Dancer! If you could choose between having me slit your throat and turning into a picture in the book, wouldn’t you choose the picture?’

‘Shut up, Rinaldi!’ the glass man screeched. ‘Orpheus doesn’t like it at all when you blab about his plans, especially in this case.’

‘Blah, blah, blah, glass man,’ Rinaldi replied.

He pointed to the road Dustfinger had travelled. ‘Were you surprised the Black Prince hasn’t caught up with you yet? I kept him busy in Ombra with a few torches. But he is the Black Prince, and I’m not a man who underestimates his opponents. He was also meant to be in the book, and I certainly can’t have him show up in Grunico. So I paid a few mercenaries at the tavern back there to be his welcome committee in case he comes down this road.’ Rinaldi spat. ‘He didn’t appreciate my songs. Quite unwise of him. Baldassare Rinaldi doesn’t forget or forgive easily.’

Dustfinger closed his eyes for a moment. There it went, his attempt to protect Nyame. When Rinaldi turned away to get back on his horse, he at least managed to lure a small flame from the sparks that still glowed on the road. It turned into a tiny bird. It flew off immediately, but it did not escape the sharp eyes of the glass man.

‘Rinaldi, watch out!’ he yelled. ‘He’s sending a warning to the Prince!’

Rinaldi narrowed his eyes and stared after the burning bird. ‘Put it out!’ he snapped at Dustfinger. ‘You know what will happen otherwise!’

The bird dissolved into a rain of sparks, and Rinaldi stepped over to Dustfinger and punched him so hard in the stomach that he buckled over on to the neck of his horse.

‘That is your last attempt at fire play!’ he hissed at him. ‘The next time, the page with your daughter burns. You have my word.’

Dustfinger could taste the fire on his tongue. The flames wanted to set fire to Rinaldi’s straggly hair and burn the sneer off his face. But he hadn’t just tied his hands with rope. The book, Dustfinger. He has the book. He remembered the day when Capricorn had burnt the last copies of Inkheart. And how he had frantically tried to rescue one from the fire. At least with that book he’d still had the desperate hope that there was a copy left somewhere. But the one Orpheus had commissioned was certainly unique. Helplessly, Dustfinger clenched his tied hands into fists. Hatred and despair. They filled his heart, red and black like the colour of his garments.

‘Make sure that his horse keeps up with mine.’ Rinaldi sat the glass man down between the ears of Dustfinger’s horse and swung himself into the saddle. He began singing a song, off-key, while Dustfinger’s horse trotted beside him.

The glass man was too busy clinging to the horse’s mane to notice the dragonflies the fire formed from the remaining embers behind them.
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The Sword of a Goldsmith



He felt in his heart cruelty and cowardice, the things which made him brave and kind.

T.H. White, The Once and Future King

Nyame stared at the road they were following. Dustfinger’s lead was not shrinking, even though they barely slept. And even if by some miracle you do catch up with him, Nyame, what then? Was he going to force him not to go to Orpheus alone? Yes, if he had to. That was the plan. Nyame was angry with his old friend, but more so with himself, for seriously believing that he would wait for him. But onwards they rode.

Violante had done what she could to help them set off. All those injured in the attacks had been taken to the castle, as well as anyone who felt safer there. And some of the people of Ombra had started to guard the camp by the river. However, Nyame had turned down Violante’s offer of soldiers to ride with them as reinforcements. Sometimes it was better to approach an enemy in secret. Lilia and Jehan hadn’t brought back much information from the Women of the Woods, but the little they had learnt had made one thing clear: they didn’t understand the spell they were dealing with. Except for Lilia perhaps.

Nyame was glad that she had decided to join them, even though he caught himself having the same thoughts that had plagued Mortimer before Meggie’s journey: she was so young. But so was Jehan. A smile appeared on Lilia’s lips when she noticed his worried gaze. I would have come with or without your permission, Prince, her eyes said. Jehan is like a brother to me, and his sister and his mother are my family. Was it true that the Women of the Woods could effortlessly read the thoughts of humans and animals alike?

It was a dark night, and Nyame wished for the light of Dustfinger’s fire when the clouds hid the moon once again. For a moment he was tempted to use the ring Dustfinger had given him to be able to follow his tracks. But he remembered his warning that the fire would answer, loud and fast, and the flames would only make them more visible. He won’t veer off the road, Nyame, he told himself. It is the fastest route north. Nevertheless, he got off his horse once more to make sure that the hoofprints they were following were the right ones. The fact that Dustfinger kept changing horses did not make their chase any easier. Yes, there they were. The prints were maybe two days old. Nyame was bending down, examining the damp ground, when he suddenly made out a strange dragonfly darting above the road. It had wings of fire. More and more emerged from the night and buzzed towards him. There was only one person who could have sent them.

Battista joined him and stared down the road warily. ‘Does this mean what I think it does?’

Nyame nodded. An ambush. But how had Dustfinger found out about it? That question almost worried him more.

Jehan slid off his horse and removed a bundle from his saddle. He laid it down on the ground and opened it. He took out three swords that had been forged so artfully their beauty made one forget they were made to kill.

‘I was planning to give them to you in Grunico,’ Jehan said. ‘Lilia didn’t want one – she has other ways of defending herself.’

The swords were so light that Nyame was not sure he would trust them in a fight.

Battista seemed to feel the same way. ‘You’ve never made weapons,’ he said to Jehan, studying his sword suspiciously. ‘I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but swords are quite different from rings and pretty jewellery.’

‘I know.’ Jehan smiled. ‘But I think you will be satisfied with them.’

One of the dragonflies settled on his shoulder and Jehan lifted his head, listening. Something was moving between the trees lining the road ahead of them. For a moment Nyame hoped that it was nothing but a couple of wild boars, but what stepped out on to the road was not a four-legged creature. Six men – mercenaries, judging by their boots and the swords they drew.

Six. Nyame looked at Lilia. She stood next to her horse, soothingly stroking its nostrils. Had she ever fought? And Jehan? Peace had reigned in Ombra for so long now that he had only known war as a child.

Lilia came to Nyame’s side. ‘Don’t worry about Jehan. And don’t worry about me either. I know how to defend myself.’

Yes, it seemed she could read thoughts. But Nyame was surprised that he believed her.

Four against six. Six soldiers.

‘That’s meant to be the prince we have been waiting for, for two days?’ their leader sneered. ‘Well, he is definitely black, as that troubadour said.’

They knew who they were. How? And another mention of a troubadour. Battista exchanged a glance with Nyame. No, it was too risky to simply spur the horses towards them. They still needed them, and it was all too easy injuring a rider’s legs.

‘Your followers are certainly a colourful bunch!’ the largest of the group shouted. ‘A little girl, a half-grown boy and a masked man.’

The others laughed. They were confident they would be easy prey. And why not? If Nyame were in their shoes, he’d think so too. He saw the same thought on Battista’s face. Only Jehan seemed unconcerned. Was he still young enough to think himself immortal?

He took a step towards the attackers before Nyame could stop him. The blade of his sword sang as he cut a circle into the night. The bright sound made the mercenaries stop short.

‘You can forge a sword in many different ways, did you know that?’ Jehan called out. ‘When I made these, I added some earth from a grave to the molten iron. The grave of a man who was killed by men like you. There are many of those in Ombra’s cemetery. The earth contains the tears of their children and wives. They make the iron angry. So then, while you hone the blade –’ Jehan pointed the tip of the sword at the mercenaries – ‘you tell it: protect me from those who want evil.’

There was a hint of doubt on their faces. But they were seasoned fighters, and even though Jehan’s words and the singing of his sword made them cautious, they were still sure they would kill them all.

Use your old sword, Nyame thought. But his fingers wouldn’t listen. They closed around the hilt that Jehan had forged. The sword was too light, and he felt like a fool as he walked towards the mercenaries. But then he foiled the first one’s attack.

Protect me from those who want evil.

Attackers who only fought for money were always at a disadvantage, and, for all their experience, they were no match for Jehan’s weapons. Even Battista, who abhorred fighting, was a dangerous opponent with his new sword, and Jehan’s protected him as faithfully as the gold hand had served Balbulus. But what about Lilia? Every time Nyame cast a worried glance at her, he saw the mercenaries backing away from her, rubbing their eyes and hands.

The fight didn’t last long. Three of the mercenaries were dead, and the others had fled. Nyame slumped down next to Battista at the edge of the road, breathing heavily. He wiped the blood off the blade that had protected him so well, while Jehan walked over to Lilia, who stood, motionless, in front of the three bodies, and wrapped her in his arms. Battista tore a strip of fabric from one of the dead men’s shirts and bandaged a cut on his arm with it.

‘So, the boy talks to iron like his stepfather does with fire,’ he murmured. ‘And the girl? She does not have as much as a scratch on her. Damn it. I really can’t stand magic, but she will give you a taste for it.’

Battista gave voice to Nyame’s thoughts. Magic. It had never been more than a word to him, encompassing all the things he did not understand. Dustfinger hated it when what he did with the fire was called by that name. ‘You don’t understand!’ he used to snap at Nyame. ‘It’s all there already. You only have to awaken it. It has to do with love, with passion, devotion, patience and curiosity. With the will to become one with something you love.’

Nyame sheathed the sword that Jehan had forged. You only have to awaken it. He would have liked to ask Lilia what she had awakened to protect herself without a sword. But he could see how much the fight and the violence had shaken her, and decided to ask when this night lay far behind them.

They dragged the dead under the trees. When they returned to their horses, the dragonflies sat on their saddles. They flew ahead of them as they rode on, until they found traces of soot on the dirt road and the hoofprints of two horses. One of them was Dustfinger’s.

It was as Nyame had feared. They had not been the only ones who had been expected on this road.

An owl flew out of the trees in front of them and began to circle above them. Jehan whispered something to Lilia.

‘Civetta?’ she called up to the owl.

Nyame looked around. A fox stood on the road, staring back at him.

‘We’ve been following you for a while.’

Neither Lilia nor Jehan seemed surprised that the fox had a woman’s voice.

‘For a while?’ Lilia exclaimed. ‘Then you saw the mercenaries and didn’t help us?’

The fox shapeshifted into a woman, her fur becoming skin, as if it was the easiest thing in the world. ‘You didn’t need any help, did you?’

Jehan watched her and the owl with attentive eyes. ‘They are two of the Women of the Woods,’ he murmured to Nyame.

‘Why are you here?’ Lilia asked. ‘Did Rospo send you? I haven’t forgotten her warning, and I delivered it to the Prince.’

‘Yes, she did,’ Nyame confirmed. ‘We are only following a friend. We hope there will be no need to go anywhere near the Shadow Reader.’

‘That may not be up to you, in the end,’ the fox retorted coolly. ‘But, whatever happens, Lilia is one of us, and she will have our help if she needs it.’

Battista let out a disapproving grunt. Send them away, Prince! his eyes said, and Nyame was tempted to do him the favour. But they had come for Lilia, and only she could turn away their protection. Of course, she guessed his thoughts once again.

‘Perhaps it is a good thing that they are here,’ she whispered to him. ‘We don’t know how closely Orpheus is in league with the Shadow Reader.’

What could he say to that?
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A New House, an Old Enemy



When a sinister person means to be your enemy, they always start by trying to become your friend.

William Blake

Dustfinger could hardly feel his bound hands any more, although once in a while he managed to warm them with a few sparks. The wind blowing in their faces tore through his cloak. And the rain that had been falling for hours was turning into hail and snow. The only advantage of the cold was that it made Rinaldi disinclined to chat. He loved boasting of all the murders he had committed. He had described Balbulus’s in particularly gruesome detail, and Dustfinger had almost felt some sympathy for Violante’s illuminator. Almost.

The glass man, still crouching between the ears of his horse, probably felt the cold the least. Did glass men get cold? It seemed so. Ironstone had burrowed deep into the mane of the horse, and they heard very little of his shrill voice above the rushing wind roaring in the trees, which stretched their branches right across the road, as if they wanted to reclaim the ground that humans had stolen from them.

Rinaldi kept the book in his rucksack. He sometimes took it out to provoke Dustfinger by looking at the pictures. He especially enjoyed declaring how much Brianna’s image pleased him, and savoured Dustfinger’s helpless rage when he made suggestive remarks about her beauty.

Finally, behind the veils of freezing rain, Dustfinger made out grey city walls and gates crowned by the coat of arms described in the book. The guards waved them past their lances as soon as they recognized Rinaldi, and glanced at his prisoner with only mild interest. Behind the gates the streets were less narrow and winding than in Ombra. Dustfinger saw painted façades, carvings on the roofs, gates studded with silver, and colonnades that protected the passers-by from snow and rain . . . Grunico was a wealthy city. Of course. Why else would Orpheus have chosen it as his place of residence?

The pavement was so slick with frost that their horses slipped. Their breath hung in the air, as white as that of the people who sought shelter from the wind under the arches. An especially fierce gust blew the fur-lined hood off a girl’s hair. It was as auburn as Brianna’s, and Dustfinger’s freezing heart was stabbed with pain. Why didn’t you listen to the Prince? he could almost hear his daughter asking. Look at yourself – captured just like us! How are you going to help us now?

Yes, how? On the freezing ride Dustfinger had had more than enough time to come up with words that might convince Orpheus to let the others go free. Had the troubadour given away the truth? Did Orpheus want to read him into the book as well? What kind of world waited beyond the grey? Would he be able to call the fire? Moot questions. Rinaldi had revealed nothing more, and Dustfinger could only pray that Nyame had escaped the mercenaries he had paid.

The alleys through which they rode became narrower. When Rinaldi finally got off his horse, the shabby houses stood so close together that the light barely reached the pavement. Rinaldi knocked on a door, and an old woman poked her head out suspiciously. She and Rinaldi exchanged a few words Dustfinger didn’t understand, and Rinaldi returned to his horse.

‘What’s the matter?’ the glass man called. ‘Is Orpheus not at home? The servant will let us in anyway!’

‘No, he won’t, Shardhead!’ Rinaldi retorted. ‘Because your master has a grander address now.’

Dustfinger looked at the weathered door. The old woman stared after them. Why had Orpheus lived in such a poor area?

The streets became wider and wealthier once more, and it was obvious that the square that finally opened up in front of them was a very fine address indeed. Rinaldi rode along the row of grand houses until he reined in his horse in front of a silver-studded portal that was even more ornate than the others. The servant who was polishing the door ducked his head submissively when he saw Rinaldi, and threw a curious glance at Dustfinger.

He took their horses, while Rinaldi put the glass man on his shoulder and wound the end of the rope binding Dustfinger around his hand. Then he dragged him up the steps to the silver door and rapped the heavy knocker with a self-satisfied smile.

The young man who opened the door was so tall and broad-shouldered that he almost made Rinaldi look puny. ‘My lord is very busy,’ he said. ‘Come back later!’

He tried to close the large doors, but Rinaldi blocked one with his foot.

‘Well, who have we here? You’re Grappa, the youngest son of Luca Buratti, aren’t you?’ he purred, as he dragged Dustfinger to his side. ‘When you were a child, you used to skewer rats in your father’s butcher shop. You were very fast, and I envied you that skill. I can’t stand the stinking beasts.’

Grappa didn’t seem to like being reminded of the rat-skewering, or of the fact that he had once been a little boy.

‘I am Orpheus’s new guard,’ he said without moving out of the way. ‘And who are you?’

‘Who are we?’ the glass man piped up. ‘Tell Orpheus Ironstone is—’

Rinaldi grabbed him before he could finish his sentence.

‘Listen, whelp!’ he purred, while wrapping Ironstone in a dirty rag and stuffing him into his pocket. ‘Orpheus will be very angry if he hears that you did not bring me to him immediately. My name is Baldassare Rinaldi, and this is the Fire-Dancer, although he looks more like a Frost-Dancer right now. He is very dangerous, so you will show me where I can safely keep him until I’ve spoken to your master. Understood?’

Dustfinger was sure that he looked far from dangerous after the last few days. But Rinaldi must have been very convincing. Grappa waved them in, and led them into the inner courtyard, surrounded by a loggia on two floors, like only the grandest of houses in Ombra. A fountain played in the centre of the paved courtyard. Water from a fountain. Dustfinger thought he could hear Nyame’s voice. Storage vaults and secret tunnels in the cellar, peepholes in the floor so that visitors can’t take them by surprise. The powerful are always ready for a war with their neighbours.

Dustfinger was quite sure that Orpheus’s new residence had all these things. There were craftsmen working everywhere. The walls were being replastered, and zealous merchants shouted at their workmen not to chip the furniture they were carrying up the stairs. But Dustfinger listened in vain for the voice that had brought him back to his world, the voice of Orpheus. Rinaldi, meanwhile, was looking around, as if he was considering how much he could increase the rate for his services in the face of all this splendour.

‘That way to the cellars.’ Grappa pointed out a plain door almost hidden behind the loggia that surrounded the courtyard. Dustfinger’s eyes were still searching for Orpheus when Rinaldi pushed him towards it. Grappa reached for a lantern hanging next to the door and pointed down the steep steps that disappeared into the darkness.

‘I know this house.’ Rinaldi’s voice echoed behind him as Dustfinger went down the stairs. ‘Yeah, and what’s more I know the cellar as well. You can scream to your heart’s content down there, Fire-Dancer, without anybody hearing you.’ He laughed and almost shoved the lantern into Dustfinger’s back. ‘Hey, Grappa!’ he called. ‘Are you now catching the girls that Orpheus needs for the Shadow Reader? He must still be doing business with her. How else could you explain this house?’

Grappa replied in a voice that made it clear he didn’t like this topic. ‘I only guard the door. But there was a girl here until a few days ago. She was very quiet, but sometimes she sang. Pretty well, I’d say.’

Rinaldi pushed Dustfinger down the last steps. Orpheus was doing business with a Shadow Reader? Dustfinger only knew vague rumours about them – people who disappeared in the forest, bodies that looked as though they had been devoured by their own shadows, women who drove out their own fear of the world by becoming more terrible than everything they feared. If Orpheus had ever had a conscience, he seemed to have parted with it for good.

Grappa pushed past him and unlocked one of the cellar doors.

‘Is he for the Shadow Reader too?’ he whispered to Rinaldi. ‘I didn’t know she also takes men.’

‘No, I am a present for your master,’ Dustfinger said. ‘Do you know that he comes from a different world? He read about me in a book. The Fire-Dancer, who keeps losing everything he loves.’

Rinaldi laughed and shoved him into the damp hole that waited behind the door. ‘He is quite a storyteller, this one.’

Grappa narrowed his eyes. ‘Is he one of the crazy ones who shout about the end of the world in front of the city gates?’ he asked Rinaldi in concern.

‘You’re too nosy for a guard!’ Rinaldi retorted, slamming the roughly made door shut behind Dustfinger. ‘Better take care that Orpheus doesn’t notice that, or you’ll be back to butchering pigs in no time.’

‘I’m a good guard!’ Grappa sounded seriously insulted. ‘No man is as dangerous as a bull who sees the butcher’s knife. And butchering pigs and calves practises the sword hand. I slit my first pig when I was five years old. And my father had me kill my own dog, to stop me becoming soft.’

Dustfinger didn’t know which chilled him more – the damp air of the underground vaults, or Grappa’s unfeeling voice. It was probably easy to turn a child into a good butcher. You only had to keep breaking his heart until he didn’t want one any more.

He sat down on the heap of straw in the corner of the windowless chamber. Someone seemed to have slept on it recently.

‘You can prove your worth by guarding the stairs that lead down here,’ he heard Rinaldi say. ‘Believe me, nothing is as important to Orpheus as his revenge on the man we’ve just locked up.’

Their steps faded as they climbed the stairs, and Dustfinger was left alone with the cold and the darkness. He had been locked up in dungeons before and was all too familiar with the despair that brought. But this time he felt more anger than despair. Anger at himself. Rinaldi was probably taking the book to Orpheus right now. And you, Dustfinger? You, once again, just followed your own heart rather than the advice of your friends.

He wanted to beat his head against the mouldy walls until he could no longer think or feel, but that would only let down Roxane and Brianna yet again. And all the others. So, instead, he summoned the fire with a whisper and let it gnaw away at the ties that bound his hands. No, the fire had not left him, even though the cold and damp had penetrated deep into his limbs. He breathed into his hands until a fluttering glow bug escaped his cold fingers and the dark cell was streaked with light. He saw that somebody had carved words into the wall.

Light and Love.

Dustfinger ran his fingers over the words. There was a name underneath it: Ayesha. A golden hair-clip lay on the dirty ground at the foot of the wall.
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The Book



In the end, we’ll all become stories.

Margaret Atwood, Moral Disorder

It would have liked so much to tell their story. The book that fit so well into a human hand.

That was what it had been made for. To tell stories. To find words. To preserve and to remember when recollection faded.

But the grey had frozen them all, like amber bleached of colour. It had stolen their stories and made them mute. The book did not even know their names, until a hand opened its pages and voices spoke of them.


Fenoglio

Mortimer

Meggie

Resa

Elinor

Darius

Roxane

Brianna

Farid



Yes, the names matched the letters behind which they stood. But no matter how often the book sought their stories in their faces, it couldn’t find them. There were no words, and even the pictures were silent, even though they could usually tell of all those things that words were not able to grasp. There was only the grey.

The book could feel it, so cold, on its pages. Like a shadow, that no light could brighten. A silent, cold shadow.

The silence was like a disease it felt spreading inside.

If only someone would come who could chase it away.

It just wanted to tell stories.

Of Fenoglio, Mortimer, Meggie, Resa, Elinor, Darius, Roxane, Brianna and Farid.

They were still breathing, weren’t they?

What was a book when it did not tell a story?

What was a book if it did not tell of love, of friendship and joy, and preserve these things, despite the darkness of the world?

Away with them, the grey whispered.

Away with the colours that paint the world. Away with the words and its stories.

Away with time. Away with remembrance.

And the book felt it like frost between its pages.
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The Wrong Story



I know enough of the world now, to have almost lost the capacity of being much surprised by anything;

Charles Dickens, David Copperfield

Asnowstorm? Maybe he should also have asked the Shadow Reader for something against the bad weather! Orpheus shuddered. Last night he had even dreamt of snowflakes. But at least that dream hadn’t been as bad as the ones where he was skewered by grey quills, or strangled by the cursed alder tree, while Giovanna watched, smiling. Oh well, those dreams were probably part of the deal, when doing business with a Shadow Reader.

Naturally the workmen were taking the snow as a pretext to get to work late. Luckily the sound of their hammers and their stupid songs was muffled by the thick walls. What on earth gave someone the urge to sing while working? A way of exuding unchecked sentimentality, nothing more. Orpheus’s mother had had the same habit when she cooked or sewed. True, he had taken the name of a famous singer, but that was simply based on the conviction that his voice did not require melody or the tinkling of an instrument. Ah, how deep his thoughts ran once again, despite the annoyance of the noisy workmen and the icy alleys. Yes, he was remarkable, even if the last years had occasionally made him doubt this. But – they were over.

Orpheus looked around his writing chamber – his refuge and the repository of the secrets that had made his life worth living again. He’d obtained the desk by blackmailing a furniture merchant who had unpaid debts in another city. It was enormous, as befitted a room that was half a dozen times the size of his old chamber. And only yesterday he had found a few more very cleverly hidden secret compartments in the huge desk. When he sat behind it and took the quill in his hand, he felt like a prince about to compose an order to his armies or a death sentence. Well, his missives did do this occasionally, he supposed. A wood merchant had killed himself after receiving his letter. Fool! Luckily, his wife had paid his bribe, after Orpheus had pointed out in a further letter that she had stood by for years while her husband beat his own daughter. It turned out that there was no shortage of dirty secrets in Grunico. And, in the end, did he not fulfil a noble task by flushing them out into the open?

He kept all the secrets the quill revealed to him in a box hidden beneath a loose tile in the floor. Perhaps he was overcautious, but it was amusing to stand on the tile and recall all the scared faces. Yes. What Orpheus wrote finally wielded power again. How intoxicating this knowledge was! And he did not even have to exert himself by stitching together Fenoglio’s words to make up a story, as he used to! No. He simply had to transcribe what the quill revealed, and add a few niceties.

‘Orpheus!’ There was an impatient knock at his door. ‘Guess who’s here.’

Who dared come up to his writing chamber?

‘I am back, master!’ Ironstone’s voice chirped through the door. ‘Your plan has—’

‘Hold your tongue, glass man,’ a sour voice interrupted him. ‘We’ll tell him that when he no longer makes us stand outside his door like beggars.’

Rinaldi! How could he not have recognized his voice immediately? A rushing sound filled Orpheus’s ears; his heart was pumping his blood through his veins much too quickly.

‘You’ve brought the book?’

‘Are you trying to insult me?’ Rinaldi replied.

Orpheus glanced out of the window, where the mountains rose into the sky, white above the roofs of Grunico. The first act of his vengeance was complete! In just a moment he would hold it in his hands: a small book filled with stolen hearts. The second act would follow soon.

He rushed towards the door as he pictured Dustfinger knocking on the silver-studded portal downstairs, his face grey with despair. As grey as that of his wife and daughter! Oh, what a sight that would be! And it was not far off now.

‘Wait in my reception room!’ he called through the door. ‘Rudolf will take you there.’

No one entered this sacred space, and most definitely not Rinaldi.

Orpheus heard him curse, but finally his steps retreated down the stairs. Orpheus stood in front of the huge mirror he had bought to hang next to the door. Had vengeance ever been so brilliantly planned? He gave himself a smile and adjusted his gold-rimmed glasses. He would make this story his own after all. Oh yes.

The walls of the old ballroom were now a flawless white, but the painters were still working on the cornice, which was swarming with stucco fawns playing the violin and flute. Orpheus was having them all removed and replaced with a plaster frieze of quills. It felt good to be in such a high-ceilinged room once more, instead of living beneath eaves so low they almost scraped his head.

Rinaldi was waiting, leaning against the painters’ scaffolding. He looked at Orpheus with the smug smile he always wore when he had completed a job to his satisfaction. His own satisfaction. Baldassare Rinaldi, Orpheus had long understood, was only interested in his own opinion when it came to the quality of his work, or his verses – or anything else.

‘Leave us alone!’ Orpheus ordered the workmen, who were busy chipping the fawns off the cornice. ‘You can resume work in half an hour. Delays will be taken out of your wages.’

Their foreman threw him a grim look as he scurried out of the room. Orpheus was not paying him, since the quill had revealed that he and two other painters fixed their prices. If the guild master in Grunico found out, the man would never work as a painter again.

Had words ever brought Orpheus more joy than the well-formulated blackmail letters that he wrote in the evenings by candlelight? No.

‘Where is the glass man?’ he asked. ‘I hope you did not let him come to any harm. I will need him soon.’

With a sigh Rinaldi pulled a dirty bundle out of his pocket. The muffled and very angry voice of Ironstone emanated from it.

‘His voice gives me a headache. And he talks constantly!’

Rinaldi set the bundle down on one of the boards of the scaffolding and stepped back warily. ‘He is an ungrateful little imp,’ he said, as the glass man freed himself from the dirty rag, cursing. ‘As you can see: not a single limb broken, despite our hazardous job. Thanks to my care.’

Ironstone was not his usual grey colour when he got to his feet, but poppy red. ‘Care?’ he forced out. ‘He threw me into the mud, master, passed his fleas on to—’

Orpheus ordered him to be quiet with an impatient gesture. Rinaldi pulled the book out of his rucksack. It was bound in grey leather, as Orpheus had ordered, but it was smaller than he had pictured it. It was the compact size of books that were made to fit into saddlebags, so one did not have to go without reading material while travelling.

‘They are all between these pages?’

‘As ordered.’ Rinaldi pushed the straggly hair out of his face and threw a brief glance at Ironstone.

The glass man was still standing on the scaffolding. ‘Oh yes, yes!’ he said, and began to climb down. ‘Balbulus has done outstanding work.’

On any other day Orpheus would not have missed the chagrin in Ironstone’s voice, but the book that he was finally holding in his hands made him deaf and blind to everything else. So, one could also make people disappear into parchment with a few strokes of a brush. He had always been so sure that only words could do that. Fenoglio’s words, the voice in his head whispered, but since he’d had the quill, such whispers did not bother Orpheus any more. Never mind that; if everything had gone according to plan, the Inkweaver was nothing more than a painting now.

He placed the book on the table where he counted the money that the Shadow Reader’s quill made him, and opened it. And there he was: Fenoglio was the first figure looking back at him from the pages. Grey. Everything about him was grey. And how the initial F clutched at him. Ha! Orpheus was tempted to start dancing.

He had done it! After all the humiliations, after all the years of being powerless – Orpheus continued to write this story, not Fenoglio.

They were all there: Mortimer and his daughter, his wife, Resa; the word-gobbler with her spindly librarian; Roxane and Dustfinger’s daughter; the young Firedevil and the Black Prince – although Orpheus remembered him somewhat differently. No, no one was missing! And there, as the grand finale, was Dustfinger himself, not grey like the rest – not yet – but painted in the red and black garb of the Fire-Dancer.

Revenge.

Oh, it really was sweet. So sweet.

The first ten actors had left the stage. Everything was ready for the second act. The begging and pleading of the hero – moving but to no avail. His remorse, the admission of his shameful betrayal, in the hope that there would be mercy for him, maybe even forgiveness. And then the denouement. The third act: the verdict, so dramatic and dark that only silence could follow. Reverent silence for the one who had staged this revenge.

Orpheus closed the book and turned to the man who had brought it to him. He pulled a pouch from his velvet jacket and handed it to Rinaldi. ‘Your payment, as agreed. You may count it.’

But Rinaldi had that smile on his narrow lips once again, so smug that you wanted to wipe it off his mouth. Orpheus had to admit that he always felt a little uncomfortable in the man’s presence.

‘Not so fast. I have a surprise for you.’

Surprise? Only fools liked surprises! Orpheus noticed that Ironstone was watching him with a rather worried expression, whereas Rinaldi was purring with self-satisfaction like a well-fed cat.

‘He is here. In your cellar. I brought the Fire-Dancer to you. I caught him like a butterfly, even though he tried to burn my fingers.’

Orpheus felt his heart contract, flooded with emotions that he should not be feeling on this day of triumph. Disappointment. Anger.

No!

‘That was not your job!’ His voice cracked. ‘He must come of his own free will! That’s how it is written in the book!’

Oh, he wanted to bash in Rinaldi’s stupid skull with his stupid lute. Now Dustfinger would know that his words no longer wielded any power! And there was another feeling spreading through his veins. A terrifying feeling. He is here. In your cellar. What was it? When he still had the innocence of a child, a book had filled his heart with love; could it be stirring there once again? It could not be. Dustfinger himself had burnt it away!

‘I told him in no uncertain terms that those were not your instructions, master!’ Ironstone declared triumphantly. ‘But did he want to listen? No!’

The smile had disappeared from Rinaldi’s face.

‘What’s all the fuss?’ he hissed. ‘This was all about the Fire-Dancer! Well, now he’s locked up in your cellar, and you haven’t had to lift a finger! He is all yours, for the modest price of an additional ten silver coins.’

Orpheus stared at his wretched face, speechless with rage. He would write his name with the quill. Oh yes. He did not have to fear Baldassare Rinaldi any more.

‘You have ruined everything!’ he said, with forced calm in his voice. ‘Get out, and never show your face here again, or I will tell Grappa to cut off your ears, as he’s done with thousands of pigs before you!’

Rinaldi opened his mouth – and closed it again.

Ironstone had taken the precaution of hiding behind one of the scaffolding poles. Useless glass man! I told him in no uncertain terms that those were not your instructions. Well, he should have found some other way to ensure that everything happened as he, Orpheus, had planned it. Didn’t Ironstone like to boast that his small stature didn’t hinder him at all?

‘You will regret having made an enemy of Baldassare Rinaldi.’

Orpheus could hear the venom in Rinaldi’s voice, as deadly as his knife. With that, he turned abruptly and strode out of the room.

‘Regret?’ Orpheus screamed after him. ‘No, it will be a relief, not having to tell you what a talented poet you are! And your songs? I never got much out of music, but your songs torture the ears worse than anything I’ve ever heard!’

Rinaldi turned back, his hand on his knife.

‘You will regret this day, Orpheus Gemelli,’ he said in a dangerously quiet voice. ‘And I will sing my songs over your grave!’

Then he slammed the door so violently behind him that the ceiling shook. One of the fawns the decorators had been removing came loose and shattered on the floor at Orpheus’s feet.

‘I really did try to talk him out of it, master!’ Ironstone said, inching out hesitantly from behind the pole.

Orpheus had to put his hands in his pockets to stop himself from grabbing the glass man and smashing him against the wall. But he needed him for the last act. Besides, Ironstone knew everything about him, and a new scribe might find his malice less admirable.

‘You’d better not disappoint me again,’ he snarled. ‘Believe me when I say it would have dire consequences.’

As always, Rudolf was out of breath when Orpheus summoned him. He liked chatting with Grappa or sitting lazily in the kitchen far too much.

‘The prisoner that Rinaldi brought with him – he is locked in the cellar?’

‘Yes, my lord. In the chamber where the girl was. The limping girl, who—’

‘Yes, yes. Tell Grappa to bring him up to my writing chamber as soon as it gets dark.’

By then all the workmen would be gone, and the night would hopefully give this final scene the atmosphere he had envisioned.

The glass man was still watching him with a worried look on his face when Rudolf left the room.

‘You like to complain that the tasks I give you are too monotonous,’ Orpheus said. ‘Well, tonight you will get the opportunity to prove yourself capable of more.’

Ironstone looked both worried and curious as he climbed up on to his shoulder. ‘I will do my best, master. I really am glad to be back. And I can’t wait to see your new writing chamber!’

Would the glass man still say that when he realized that he would never leave that room again? Probably not. But Ironstone would be the only one to know the secrets that made Orpheus rich and powerful. And Orpheus did not like the idea of him running around the alleyways of Grunico with that knowledge in his glass head.

Well, he always complained about the inconveniences of travel, he thought as he walked upstairs with the glass man. Those will not plague him any more. And I will give him some of Cimarosa’s watered-down wine occasionally to keep up his spirits.
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Brushstrokes



I dream my painting and I paint my dream.

Vincent van Gogh

Orpheus’s new guard was much younger and brawnier than the brute who had manhandled Farid. But Grappa’s eyes betrayed the same indifference to the suffering of others. Dustfinger only saw him kill a mouse, but that told him all he needed to know. Killing was a job for Grappa, one best completed swiftly and without distracting emotions.

Dustfinger didn’t know if it was day or night when Grappa unlocked the door and waved him out of the cell. Before he followed him, he looped the rope around his hands so that the guard did not notice the burnt ends. It was night, Dustfinger saw as soon as he came out of the cellar. The courtyard, which had been buzzing with workers when he’d arrived, was deserted, but the upper floors were illuminated by torches. They threw their flickering light through the balustrade of the wide staircase and gave the house the appearance of a theatre that was only waiting for his grand entrance.

A servant scurried out of a door behind the loggia and stared at Dustfinger curiously when Grappa pulled him over to the staircase. What had Orpheus told his servants? That Dustfinger was a villain who had betrayed him? Or did they believe Orpheus would sell him to the Shadow Reader, like the girl who had slept in the straw? Dustfinger thought he saw compassion in the man’s drawn face; he seemed to be wondering what would happen to the prisoner when he reached the top of the stairs.

Dustfinger asked himself the same thing.

They climbed up to the second floor. Grappa remained at his side like a watchful shadow until they reached a heavy door studded with a silver O. The torch burning next to it whispered its welcome to Dustfinger, and for a moment he was tempted to beckon the flame and enter the room with a fire marten on his shoulder. But Orpheus had the book, which meant the fire could not come to his aid.

‘Enter.’

How Dustfinger had hoped never to hear that voice again!

Orpheus had aged. He still had the face of a boy, now one who had grown old before his time. And the beard he wore to try to give his features more gravity showed traces of grey. His clothes were luxurious, as was the room in which he stood – Roxane’s farmhouse would fit in it three times over. From the high windows there was a panoramic view of Grunico’s icy roofs and the surrounding grey and white mountains, stark against the night sky. And the dark wooden desk in the centre of the room was so big Dustfinger could have staged one of his performances on it. There was a lectern by the window. On it, between a jar with brushes and a pot of grey paint, Ironstone stood at the ready.

The glass man gave Dustfinger a malicious smile. ‘I hope you were able to warm up a little, Fire-Dancer.’ His voice sounded like the tip of a knife scratching a glass.

‘So you’re not acting the thief or highwayman today?’ Dustfinger retorted.

Ironstone pressed his lips together. You will regret that, Fire-Dancer, his eyes said. You won’t be capable of such impudence much longer.

‘Untie him, Grappa!’ Orpheus ordered. ‘And then leave us alone. No visitors. And I mean none. Stay at your post by the door.’

Grappa nodded and took out his knife to cut Dustfinger’s bonds. Orpheus let out a small laugh when he saw the puzzled expression on Grappa’s face – he was staring at the burnt rope.

‘He is the Fire-Dancer – what did you expect?’ Orpheus mocked. ‘Now go! He won’t summon the flames. I have something they might devour that is very precious to him. Isn’t that right?’

Dustfinger saw the same disconcerting mixture of loathing and love on Orpheus’s face that he had seen at their last meeting.

Orpheus bolted the door – it was studded with his initial on this side as well – while Grappa’s steps died away on the stone steps outside. Then he squared his shoulders and slowly turned to face Dustfinger.

‘Rinaldi ruined everything. I wanted you to come to me of your own free will. You would have come, wouldn’t you?’

Dustfinger had expected triumph, derision and mockery, but for a moment he thought he saw the lonely, unhappy boy who had read about the Fire-Dancer in the library of a small town in a faraway world.

‘My own free will? You stole everything I love.’

‘And you? What did you leave me? Did you not take everything from me?’ Orpheus didn’t wait for Dustfinger’s response. He turned abruptly and went over to the desk.

There it was. Only a small, grey book – yet Dustfinger’s heart was trapped inside.

Orpheus weighed it in his hand, as though he could weigh his pain.

‘You had all forgotten about me, hadn’t you?’ He opened it and flipped the pages, as if studying the pictures. ‘Foolish Orpheus, who chose the wrong master. But I always knew I would get my revenge. On all of you, but especially on you. Oh yes. I waited, while you all enjoyed your lives as if nothing had happened. And then –’ he slapped his hand down on the open page – ‘I captured them all. One after the other, and there was nothing any of you could do about it.’

He still loved to hear himself talk, just as much as before.

‘What use are they to you inside the book?’ Dustfinger tried to make his voice sound friendly, familiar, like the companion Orpheus used to see him as. ‘Let them go, and read me into the book instead. The two of us were better friends when I was a character in a book, weren’t we?’

‘Friends?’ Orpheus’s eyes lingered on him, as if he could not quite believe that, once again, Dustfinger stood in front of him, after all these years. But then the hatred came. It flushed the colour from his face. ‘Liar! You were never my friend. I was a friend to you, and you betrayed me! But that doesn’t matter now. Over and done with. Because there is a new book!’

He closed it and pressed it to his chest. ‘I will never let the others go. They all betrayed me, and caused me some bad years. The spell that is holding them captive cannot be broken – that is what I demanded: a punishment that cannot be revoked. But you will be able to join them soon, for I will read you into the book as well. You are the worst of them all; that’s why I wanted to see your face when you turn to shadow, to nothing but grey paint on pale parchment! I am sure that will also drive the fire out of you. Who has ever heard of grey flames? Only ash is that colour.’

Dustfinger looked over at the brushes that stood on the lectern by the window, and the glass pot that looked as if it were filled with smoke. The glass man had begun to stir the paint.

‘So Jehan was right,’ he said. ‘It is the pictures, not the words. The words don’t listen to you any more! That’s why Rinaldi could catch me, even though the book tells a different story. The carvings, the dead illuminator . . . What kind of spell is it that you pay for with young girls?’

Orpheus turned as red as the schoolboy who, while reading, had wandered from market to market with the Fire-Dancer to escape his own grey streets. ‘What are you talking about? Of course the words still obey me.’ He forced out a laugh. ‘Look around! Where do you think all this wealth comes from? My words are more powerful than ever before! All of Grunico trembles before them!’

He really seemed to believe what he was saying.

Was he telling the truth? Dustfinger realized he didn’t care. He was tired from the long ride, the hours in the damp cellar, and, most of all, from his all-consuming longing for those he loved. He had made his decision. Orpheus would not let them go. So Dustfinger wanted to go to where they had gone.

‘I don’t care how you do it,’ he said to Orpheus, impatiently – his voice was tinged with the fire that he could not summon. ‘What are you waiting for? Send me into the book. To the others.’

Orpheus stared at him, as if he was not yet ready to let him go, as if he had not yet said everything that he wanted to say. Five years was a long time, and Dustfinger was sure that Orpheus had imagined their meeting a thousand and one times. But, in the end, he turned on his heel and walked over to the lectern, where the glass man was waiting.

Orpheus laid the book down next to him, opened it and leafed through until he found the page that he was looking for.

Dustfinger was sure that it showed his portrait. ‘Mortola and Basta, the Adderhead and the Night-Mare . . . And now you have resorted to a Shadow Reader. You have chosen to join forces with the very worst in this world. Is that what you did in your world as well?’

The glass man was in the process of dipping the brush into the grey paint. But Dustfinger’s words made him pause.

‘Yes. Did he never tell you that, glass man?’ Dustfinger blew on his cold hands. ‘Your master comes from a different world. He does not belong in this story.’

The fire hatched from between his fingers and transformed into a marten on his shoulder.

‘Surely you will allow me this one, even though it’s made of fire, won’t you?’ Dustfinger said when Orpheus stared at him in disbelief. ‘What is the Fire-Dancer without his marten? I will make sure he does not burn the book. Promise. After all, I will be inside it myself.’

Orpheus was still staring at the burning marten. But then he turned to the glass man.

‘Forget what he said and do exactly as I told you!’ he snapped. ‘Do not leave a single speck of colour! And make sure not to turn his face so grey that he can’t be recognized any more.’

The glass man nodded, obviously nervous. He added a little white to the grey on his brush before he touched the parchment with it.

Dustfinger felt the brushstrokes as if a cat were rubbing itself against his skin. The colours around him faded, as if someone had washed them out of this world. When he looked down, he saw that his hands were turning grey. But he still stood in Orpheus’s chamber. The fire marten jumped off his shoulder and hid underneath the desk. And Orpheus let out a disappointed curse.

‘What is this?’ he screamed. ‘Why is he still here? Paint him greyer!’ he yelled at the glass man. ‘You are doing it wrong, you fool!’

Ironstone obediently dipped the brush into the paint again, but his small hands shook. Smoky veils clouded Dustfinger’s vision as the glass man touched the brush to the parchment once more. His chest filled with hoarfrost, and he could no longer feel his fingers. But no matter how hard he longed to see Roxane or Brianna, all that his eyes could make out through the grey fog was Orpheus.

‘I’m doing my best, master!’ Ironstone called. ‘It must be the other colours. The ones that Balbulus used to paint him. They’re mixing with the grey. There’s nothing I can do!’

Dustfinger fell to his knees and lifted his useless hands. So cold, so numb. The fog grew so thick he could hardly see. Yet he thought he glimpsed something like remorse on Orpheus’s face.

‘Let the paint dry!’ he heard him shout. ‘Can’t you see that the parchment is becoming all wavy?’

The fire marten jumped back on to Dustfinger’s shoulder and his warmth eased his breathing a little.

Orpheus stumbled towards the door and tore it open. ‘Grappa!’ he yelled. ‘Take the prisoner back to the cellar!’

Dustfinger saw nothing but a shadow when Grappa appeared. The fire marten jumped away once again and escaped through the open door, while Grappa pulled Dustfinger to his feet. The world was grey, but he was still in Orpheus’s house. He could not say which was worse – this spell paralysing his limbs and clouding his vision with fog, or the despair that he was not with the others.

He could barely move his fingers when Grappa locked him in the cellar. His heart beat in a cave of ice. Dustfinger was listening, waiting, for it to stop, when a small fiery body jumped on to his chest and curled up over his heart.
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Words to Stone



How often stories change our perception and how often we don’t notice.

Merlin Sheldrake, Entangled Life

It was already late in the evening when Nyame and the others passed through Grunico’s city gates. The owl and the fox disappeared before the guards waved them through, and Nyame was not sorry. Something in him warned him about those two, but he could not say why. Lilia clearly trusted them, and he wondered whether his suspicions were simply based on his distrust of magic. Besides, he liked animals to be – like his bear – real animals.

In a tavern that was still open they ordered something to eat. Nyame saw fear and revulsion fill the landlord’s face when Battista casually asked about Orpheus. They learnt that he’d just moved into the grandest residence in the city and even found out the address. But when Nyame asked how Orpheus earned his living in Grunico, the man just told them he had to close for the night.

It seemed wiser to wait for the following day to find Orpheus’s house. They were all exhausted, and it would be much easier to approach unnoticed when the streets were filled with people. The owner of the tavern had recommended a nearby inn. ‘It’s in the quarter where the foreigners live,’ he’d added, with a sidelong glance at Nyame. ‘But I assume that doesn’t bother people like you.’ Foreigner . . . Nyame usually took the description as a compliment, because it implied that he had seen wider horizons than those who used the word. But tonight it reverberated with the cold of unknown alleyways and the longing for a safe and familiar place.

As in most towns, Grunico’s foreign quarter was right next to the city walls. The houses just behind were always the first to burn if the city was attacked. The buildings they passed were narrow and were certainly not the homes of the rich. But many doors had been painted in bright colours, as was the sign of the inn they finally spotted at the end of a narrow alley. The others quickened their steps at the prospect of a warm bed, but Nyame stopped abruptly in front of a house the others hadn’t noticed. Was he so tired he was seeing things? He stared in disbelief at the weathered door framed by a mosaic of blue and golden tiles. The pattern depicted three animals: a hoopoe, a lizard and a mouse. Nyame reached out his hand. He thought he could hear his mother’s voice, which he remembered better than he did her face.

There once was a boy called Ebo, whose parents were so poor that they often went hungry so that their son could eat. It pained Ebo, and one day he decided to go away, even though he was still very young and did not know anything about the world.

She had often told her stories by the fire, so its flames would turn her characters into flickering shadows when her hands drew them in the air.

Ebo felt very alone, but he met three animals on his journey. A hoopoe – Nyame could see his mother spread her arms like wings. A lizard – she had wiggled her hand like a lizard’s tail. And – she had made herself small – a mouse!

Could words turn to stone? Why not, if people could become pictures? Nyame ran his finger over the tiled green and yellow body of the lizard. Was what had happened to Dustfinger now happening to him? Was that what stories you loved did? Did they devour you one day? There had been many places that had reminded Nyame of his mother’s stories: a clearing in the forest that made him look out for the wild glass people she had liked to make the heroes of her tales. A beach where he thought he could see the merpeople she had told him about in the waves. She had never told any tales about the Women of the Woods, or about a Shadow Reader, but Nyame knew that Lilia, with the flowers on her forehead, would have inspired his mother to tell a great story about her. Like everything she heard, saw or smelt. ‘It runs in the family,’ was all she would say when someone asked her where this gift came from. ‘My grandmother told stories at the court of a desert king, until she had to run away because he wanted to marry her. At least, that’s how she used to tell it, and all stories are true somehow, aren’t they?’

Nyame missed her voice. So much. And her tales.

The house seemed abandoned. The wooden door framed by the mosaic was rickety, and the padlock on the chain that secured it was red with rust. Nyame looked down the alley. For one crazy moment he thought he could see his mother standing at the end, but that was Lilia’s figure, and it was Lilia’s shadow the lanterns painted on the pavement. Battista and Jehan stood next to her.

‘Nyame!’ Battista beckoned him, but when he did not move, they all came back.

‘What are you waiting for? They have rooms left at the inn,’ Battista said.

‘I think we should sleep here.’

Battista frowned and looked around apprehensively. ‘I thought you only break into dungeons and castles,’ he whispered. ‘I can easily make some money at the market with my puppets if you’re worried that the inn will cost too much.’

‘I know this house,’ Nyame replied. ‘Don’t ask me how. But it looks abandoned, so why shouldn’t we sleep here?’

Lilia came and ran her fingers over the colourful tiles of the mosaic. ‘I think it would be a good place to hide,’ she said, smiling at Battista.

‘All right, if you think so,’ he murmured, though he looked up at the façade warily. Battista was making a real effort to hide how much he liked Lilia, but he had already shown himself to her without his mask, which usually meant that he thought very highly of someone.

Jehan made short work of the rusty lock. The door had been warped by rain and frost, but he managed to open it before anyone came down the alley in the darkness and caught them. It was cold and dark inside, and the veils of cobwebs, heavy with dust, bore witness to how long the house had been abandoned. Mice and moths were now its lodgers, but the walls and doorways inside were also adorned with mosaics, and even the plain floor included the odd tile decorated with a lizard.

The house was built around a small courtyard, where an old fig tree spread its branches. The fountain beneath it reminded Nyame of another story his mother had often told.

Once upon a time, there was a fountain that remembered every face that had ever been reflected in its waters.

Nyame found nothing but ice and frozen leaves in this fountain, but it was edged with a narrow band of blue and white tiles, just as his mother had described. Words to stone. Nyame was so tired from the fight with the mercenaries and the long ride that he allowed his heart to imagine they would spend this night sleeping in the fairy tales he had listened to as a child. The morning would drive away such thoughts soon enough.

They made their camp in the largest room of the house. There was a fireplace and three narrow windows looking out over the courtyard. The blue ceiling was supported by slender pillars that were marbled like young trees, with vines of stone winding around them, as if those who had built the house wanted to pretend they were under the open sky. Nyame understood this wish all too well.

‘I’ll go and get some firewood first thing in the morning,’ Jehan said. ‘And provisions, of course. I saw some curtains in one of the rooms upstairs that we can use as extra blankets.’

Lilia ran her fingers over the vines that wound around the pillars and looked up at the blue ceiling. ‘How do you know this house?’ she whispered to Nyame.

‘From a fairy tale,’ he whispered back. ‘But don’t give me away.’

She seemed to like that answer.

‘You will have to tell me that fairy tale one day,’ she said quietly. ‘We couldn’t have found a better hiding place!’

She was right.

Nyame went over to one of the windows and looked out into the courtyard.

Once upon a time there was a fountain that remembered every face that had ever been reflected in its waters.

Dustfinger would have liked this house as well. Now Nyame just had to find him, so he could show it to him.
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So Cold



There are worse prisons than words.

Carlos Ruiz Zafón, The Shadow of the Wind

It devoured Dustfinger. The grey devoured everything that he was. Only the marten reminded him of the colour of the fire. He tried to call the flames, but his voice was made of ash, and Roxane and Brianna were so far away.

Once in a while Orpheus’s servant came and put a few spoonfuls of soup in his mouth. He could sit up if he took his time and gathered all his strength, but his hands were those of an old man. No, Dustfinger – those of a dead man. Once he thought he saw Orpheus standing in the cellar doorway. But maybe he was merely fooled by the mist that filled his eyes.

How much time had passed since the glass man had set the brush to the parchment? Hours? Days? Weeks? He could not say.

What had happened to Nyame? Did he and Jehan lie dead on the road they had taken because of him?

He was so cold, and the world was so empty.

He dug his fingers into the fiery fur of the marten.
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Not According to Plan



Life isn’t fair. It’s just fairer than death, that’s all.

William Goldman, The Princess Bride

Rinaldi had been able to sell the illuminator’s chain of office and his silverware easily and for a good price. But the damned hand – the prize he had thought would be the most lucrative – had got nothing but a firm shake of the head from the only goldsmith in Grunico. There were many more silversmiths in town, and they at least admired it, examining the perfectly shaped fingers and the back of the hand threaded with such delicate and lifelike gold veins. But as soon as Rinaldi asked how much they were willing to pay, they only shook their heads in amusement and explained that they would never be able to find a buyer for such a strange artefact.

A strange artefact . . . Rinaldi shut the door of Aldo Argenta’s, the most renowned jeweller in town, with such force that he hoped a few pieces would fall out of their fine display cabinets inside. Argenta’s five competitors had also refused, curse them, the whole damned lot of them.

Angrily Rinaldi threw the rucksack containing the Great Balbulus’s hand over his shoulder and looked around for the nearest tavern. So he would have to have the damned thing melted down, and it was all too likely that it was not solid gold at all but base metal covered in gold leaf. Rinaldi cursed so loudly that he drew a few outraged glances. Why did he always end up coming back here? It was high time he turned his back on his city of birth once and for all. At present his finances were in no worse shape than usual, but if he were to lose Orpheus as a client, that could change very quickly. And it was becoming more and more tedious to work out which of the bigwigs in Grunico was looking for a thief, debt collector or murderer. The princes had the most money, of course, but they usually employed their own henchmen.

Rinaldi dodged a street cleaner, who was dragging a cart full of horse dung over the jolty cobbles, and almost stumbled into a man whose face was hidden by a leather mask. Hadn’t he seen him before? Of course! In Ombra, in the camp of the Motley Folk, at the Black Prince’s side. Oh no.

Oh yes, Baldassare! Only a step behind the masked man, there he was: the Black Prince, unmistakable in all his glory, albeit looking a bit tired.

Damn! All his efforts to keep the self-proclaimed king of the outcasts away from Grunico had evidently come to nothing. Neither the good citizens of Ombra nor the mercenaries had done their job. And it would surely not take long until the noble prince discovered who had ensnared Dustfinger like a bunny rabbit and brought him here. Would he try to free him? Are you seriously asking yourself that, Baldassare Rinaldi? What else do you think he is doing here? Well, they’d probably want the book as well.

Rinaldi pulled his hood further over his face. There was a boy and a girl with the masked man. They seemed to have got firewood and provisions. He crept after them all the way to a house in the foreign quarter. The Prince took a watchful look around before he disappeared inside, but Rinaldi hid in a doorway just in time. Did the king of the Motley Folk have allies in Grunico? Some old brothers-in-arms perhaps? But the house did not look inhabited.

If Orpheus finds out that the Black Prince is not trapped in that book, he will set the Shadow Reader on you, Baldassare!

Rinaldi shuddered.

What if he warned Orpheus? Maybe that would put him in a slightly more conciliatory mood . . . But did the Prince already know where Orpheus now lived?

The boy did not go into the house with the others. He turned in the direction of the square where Orpheus now resided. What was he planning? Doesn’t matter, Baldassare. What will you do now?

Not an easy decision.
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A Goldsmith for Orpheus



For from these dozen words I understood that the lives of all the honest men aboard depended upon me alone.

Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island

Yes, Orpheus had certainly regained his wealth. Jehan looked up at the massive, imposing façade. The early morning light did nothing to make the big mansion appear more friendly. A wine merchant had confirmed the address the tavern owner had given them, but not even Battista, who was usually very good at getting this kind of information, had been able to find out why both men spoke Orpheus’s name with such revulsion.

Jehan didn’t remember much about the man who had turned both his mother and sister into paper, but he did remember the fear on Brianna’s face when she had disappeared. It had been easy to convince the others that he was best suited to spying on Orpheus’s house. Jehan had been a child when Orpheus had grown rich serving the Milksop, the greedy governor of Ombra and brother-in-law to the Adderhead. And, even if their enemy remembered that Roxane had a son, he would never be able to recognize him. Besides, Jehan had a good pretext to introduce himself to Signor Gemelli’s household. As he walked up the steps towards the large front door, he studied the silver-work that adorned it. It was only passable. That would help.

‘My name is Jehan Belanoire,’ he said, as soon as a peephole opened inside the large silver O above him. ‘I am here to offer my services as a smith to your master.’

The eye that watched him suspiciously was pale blue. ‘We already have a smith.’

‘Yes, but he is useless. If his locks are as bad as his silverwork, every burglar in town will try their luck at this residence. Pretty dangerous for a man who has as many enemies as your master.’

The eye still watched him. Good.

Jehan pointed at the doorknob. ‘Surely you can see for yourself that this is poorly forged? When I make such a doorknob, I make it in the shape of a lion’s head. And if someone tries to use it without invitation, it bites his hand.’

‘Rubbish!’ the voice behind the door exclaimed. ‘Where could you possibly have learnt that? You’re trying to take me for a fool.’

Jehan shrugged his shoulders. ‘As you like. My time is precious.’ He threw a final disdainful look at the door and turned away. ‘Oh, and by the way,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘your neighbour on the left has commissioned me to make a doorknob and stud his portal with gold. That is my speciality. When I’m done with that work, your master won’t be happy with his door.’

As he had hoped, he only made it down two steps.

‘Come back!’ The guard, who had opened the door, was almost a head taller than Jehan, but probably only a few years older. The sword that he carried was not bad, but it could never defeat the ones that Jehan had forged – unless Orpheus’s guard was a significantly better sword fighter than the Black Prince. They were all expecting a fight when they tried to free Dustfinger.

‘What are you waiting for? Come in.’ The guard waved him in impatiently. Surreptitiously Jehan inspected the bolt as he closed the large front door behind him. There was the bolt and two locks. Even he would find it impossible to open those from the outside without the guard raising the alarm.

In the courtyard workers and delivery men crowded around a man who was obviously dissatisfied with their services. Four-Eyes . . . Orpheus’s old nickname gave him away. Jehan did not know anyone who wore eyeglasses except for Violante. The ones Orpheus wore were gold-rimmed. His impatient instructions reverberated around the huge courtyard.

‘What is it, Grappa?’ he snapped at the guard. ‘Didn’t I give you clear orders to admit no visitors today?’

His mouth was pursed in anger, yet his voice was really remarkable. Jehan had only once heard such a beautiful voice: the Bluejay’s – he still secretly called Mortimer Folchart by that name.

Grappa seemed unperturbed by his master’s anger. He stayed calm, as if he had been used to outbursts like this since childhood.

‘He is not a visitor, my lord, he is a goldsmith,’ he replied. ‘He claims he can make doorknobs that bite the hands of unwanted visitors. That sounds quite useful, don’t you think? Your neighbours have commissioned him, so I thought I’d better bring him to you.’

Burning ambition, and the fear of being outdone: Jehan hoped he had bet on the right card. Everything around him spoke of the desire to outdo others.

Orpheus frowned. ‘Are you really that good, or only brazen enough to waste my time with false promises?’

Jehan shrugged. ‘I will forge the doorknob for your neighbours in the shape of a unicorn’s head. It will skewer any unwanted hand.’

Jehan had seen the unicorn that Orpheus had acquired as prey for the Milksop’s hunt. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about its bloody body for days.

The eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses narrowed. ‘Do you speak of magic?’

Jehan shook his head. ‘I am a smith, nothing more. But a very good one.’

He looked around as if inspecting all the metalwork and finding it lacking. Orpheus did not take his eyes off him. This house showed that he knew nothing about what made a home. The house where Jehan had grown up would have fit into Orpheus’s entry hall, but it had been a wonderful home. Now it stood empty, because of the man watching him.

‘You are very sure of yourself. I value that quality.’ Orpheus nodded approvingly. ‘The locks and bolts in my cellar are old. Prove what you can do down there, and I will let you make a new doorknob for my front door. But I will only pay you if I like your work. Maybe you’re nothing but a brazen young braggart who’s heard that Orpheus is well on his way to becoming the richest and most powerful man in Grunico.’

Jehan reached into his bag. ‘I brought you a sample of my skill.’

The delicate band that he held out to Orpheus was braided from gold threads. ‘Put it between your fingers.’

Orpheus let out a disdainful laugh, but he did as he was told. The gold band wound around his finger until it closed into a ring, forming the head of a lion right in the centre.

Orpheus raised his hand and stared at his finger in fascination. ‘The king of all animals. Are you trying to flatter me?’

Jehan shrugged. When Orpheus pulled the ring off his finger, he said, ‘Keep it. I can make things like that in my sleep.’

Orpheus was obviously impressed. He ran his finger over the tiny lion’s gold maw.

‘Show him the cellar,’ he ordered Grappa, ‘and the locks he can change. Except the last one.’

Grappa nodded. He didn’t say a word, but Jehan felt his watchful gaze as they climbed down the steep stairs. The cellars at the bottom seemed to extend the whole length of the house, as far as Jehan could tell in the darkness. Rough-hewn pillars supported the low cross-vaulted ceiling. Jehan made out a barred opening behind the staircase and a row of low wooden doors.

‘You’re very smart, and because of that you think very highly of yourself.’ Grappa stepped so close to him that Jehan had to look up to meet his eyes. ‘But anyone can hear that you’re not from here, and my father has taught me better than to trust foreigners.’

He pointed towards the doors that were set into the stone wall behind the pillars.

‘The locks are quite rusty. It’s damp down here. Make them secure. My lord keeps more than just foodstuffs here.’

It was easy to see that Grappa would have liked to say more. He was proud of his master and the secrets he guarded. But he was also smart enough to know that he must not reveal them. Nevertheless Jehan decided to try one question while he inspected one of the rusty locks.

‘I have heard that your master has dealings with a Shadow Reader?’

Grappa glanced at the staircase, as if he was worried Orpheus might hear them. But in the end his desire to prove how important his master was got the better of his caution.

‘Even my father is afraid of her, but not Orpheus Gemelli. Oh no. Of course, he only brings her girls who no one will miss. Slave girls, vagabonds, the last one had a deformed foot . . . As my father always says, with animals you kill the weak and the ugly of any litter right away – why not do the same with people?’

‘As you say, why not?’ Jehan shuddered, not just from the cold. Grappa was strange, and he seemed to have an even stranger father. Jehan listened to the darkness. He thought he could hear someone breathing. ‘Sounds like you have a girl here right now. Is she pretty?’

Grappa winked at him conspiratorially. ‘Unfortunately, you’re too late for that. The girl is long gone. Right now, there’s only a man down here. They say he can talk to fire, but he’s half dead, ever since I took him up to see my master. You should have seen his hands and his face when he came back. Grey as ash, and he could barely stand on his own two feet.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Sometimes I’m sure I can see a burning marten sitting on his chest, but I must be imagining it.’

He laughed, a little embarrassed, and straightened his shoulders. He had revealed more than he intended. ‘Come on. You’ve been staring at that rusty lock for long enough. My master will be wondering what we’re doing down here.’

It was hard for Jehan to turn around and follow Grappa back up the stairs, instead of following the sound of breathing in the darkness. But he’s half dead, ever since I took him up to see my master. Jehan was surprised to find that, despite his anger at his stepfather, the remark made his heart contract.

‘The locks are in a bad state,’ he said loudly, hoping that Dustfinger would recognize his voice. ‘I will come back tomorrow to change them.’

Grappa shut the silver-studded door behind Jehan, telling him to be back at eight the next morning, when everyone else started work.

You should have seen his hands and his face when he came back. Grey as ash, and he could barely stand on his own two feet. What did that mean? Was the spell of the Shadow Reader no longer confined to the book? Jehan ran his hands over his skin, hoping it hadn’t infected him in Orpheus’s house.

‘Excuse me. Did you happen to see my sister inside that house?’

A girl was looking at him with both hope and concern in her eyes. She was dressed in pale green, like the women working at the infirmary in Ombra. What had she asked him? In his thoughts, Jehan was still in Orpheus’s cellar. When the Prince heard what he had to report, he would surely want to rescue Dustfinger tonight.

‘Her name is Ayesha.’ The girl took a step towards him. ‘She is my older sister. It’s not like her to just disappear. Her hair is dark like mine, but she wears it pinned up, and she is quite a bit taller than me. She often laughs about how I really am the little sister.’

The fear in her eyes reminded Jehan of how he had felt when Brianna vanished.

‘She limps a little on her right foot,’ she added. ‘Did you see her?’

What could he say to her?

‘No, but the guard told me about her,’ he murmured. ‘It seems she has not been at the house in some time.’

What else could he say, without lying to her?

‘But that can’t be!’ she stammered, dismayed. ‘My uncle says that Ayesha works here now.’

Her eyes begged Jehan to tell her the truth. But what if the truth was too terrible?

‘The man who owns the house . . .’ Jehan hesitated. ‘He is not a good man. He is involved with evil things.’

She looked at him with such fear that he instantly regretted his words.

‘I’m so sorry. Really!’ he murmured. ‘But you’d better stay away from that house!’

Then he hastened away across the square, though it was difficult to leave her standing there. But he had to report to the Prince what he had learnt.
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A Bargain



I would like to love my enemies; but I cannot love them until I have taken my revenge – only then will I open my heart to them.

Heinrich Heine, Thoughts and Ideas

What if he’d come too late? Was he a fool to believe that Dustfinger was still alive?

Nyame leant against the fountain that was so like the one in his mother’s story and wished he had gone with Jehan. And then what, Nyame?

‘Oh, there you are.’ Battista came out into the courtyard. ‘We have a visitor, I haven’t let him in, but I think you’ll want to talk to him.’

The man waiting in the alley looked familiar, but Nyame couldn’t place where he had seen the ravaged face before.

‘The king of the Motley Folk in Grunico,’ the man said, with a mocking, low bow. ‘Is Your Highness here to steal from our silver merchants and give their wares to the poor?’ He winked at Nyame conspiratorially. ‘Baldassare Rinaldi. Poet and troubadour. I presented my songs to you at the Motley Folk’s camp in Ombra. Regrettably you did not like them.’

Nyame decided it was best not to comment, even though Rinaldi’s words brought back the memory of self-indulgent verses and melodies cobbled together from other tunes.

Rinaldi studied the house. ‘I know this house. It has stood empty for a long time. Are the owners secret followers of the Black Prince?’ He lowered his voice. ‘I’m here to offer you a bargain. But I think it would be best if we didn’t discuss it out here in the street.’

A bargain. Battista exchanged a look with Nyame. Neither of them liked the sound of this, but it also didn’t seem a good idea to shut the door in their visitor’s face, given that he knew who was hiding there. Rinaldi looked around with open curiosity when Nyame waved him inside. But Battista blocked his path after just a few steps. He could feel the malice that Rinaldi brought with him, and it did not belong in this house. There was sadness here, but also much love.

‘What kind of bargain?’ Nyame asked, studying Rinaldi’s ravaged face. Why had he been in Ombra? Surely not just to recite his verses for him.

Lilia came and stood beside Nyame. Rinaldi gave her a suggestive smile and pushed back his hair. The gesture revealed a vain man who had not yet realized that he’d lost his good looks.

‘Did you happen to encounter a few mercenaries on your way here?’ he said. ‘Or did the dogs take my hard-earned coin without doing what I paid them for?’

The other hoofprints.

‘They gave it their all. Three of them died for your money.’ Battista stepped behind Rinaldi so that he could grab him easily.

‘Their all? There were six of them, and there’s only four of you. I saw you in the street. And that’s counting that pretty little thing there.’ Rinaldi leered at Lilia in a way that made Nyame want to punch him.

‘What kind of bargain?’ he repeated. ‘I assume Orpheus is paying you?’

‘Good guess.’ Rinaldi gave him a crafty smile. ‘Yes, I brought him your fire-breathing friend. He is sitting in his cellar, but, if we come to an agreement, I will show you how you can change that.’

‘So he is still alive?’

Rinaldi shrugged. ‘If not, I will give you the opportunity to avenge him. I used to work for the former owner of the house where Orpheus now lives. It was very important to him that his neighbours didn’t see me when he had a job for me. So I had to make my way into the house through secret passages.’

Rinaldi reached for his knife when Battista went to answer a knock at the front door. It was only Jehan, who froze when he saw Rinaldi.

Nyame pulled him into an adjacent room.

‘I have no idea how we can get into that house,’ Jehan whispered. ‘The front door is very secure, and Orpheus’s guard is completely devoted to him. He won’t make it easy for us. I am meant to start as a locksmith tomorrow – maybe I can earn his trust and sneak you past him eventually. But that will take days, and it sounds like Orpheus has left Dustfinger in a bad state.’

Days. No, they couldn’t wait that long.

Nyame returned to Rinaldi in the hallway, hoping that his face didn’t give away how worried he was by Jehan’s report.

‘What is this secret passage?’ he asked. ‘Is it one of those tunnels the rich of Ombra also like to build?’

Rinaldi seemed disappointed that Nyame had worked this out for himself. ‘Yes, but the entrance is so far from the house that you will never find it without me.’

Nyame exchanged a look with Jehan. If they had time, then maybe. But they didn’t have time.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘What is your price?’

Rinaldi pointed at the pouch on Nyame’s belt. ‘That looks nice and full. Six gold coins in advance. Everybody knows that the Black Prince is a magician with the sword, but I hear that Orpheus’s new guard knows a thing or two about killing.’

Nyame counted the coins into his hand. ‘Tonight. Pick us up here as soon as it’s dark.’

Rinaldi gave a mocking bow. ‘As the Prince wishes. Too bad that you didn’t like my songs. Then you could have had my help for free.’
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Fur and Feathers



One must take human form to engage in human affairs. It was difficult.

Larissa Lai, When Fox Is a Thousand

Lilia had still not heard anything from Volpe and Civetta. The others were probably happy about this, but Lilia missed the women with whom she had spent almost half her life. So her heart lifted when she went into the courtyard and saw Civetta sitting in the bare fig tree. The owl flew down to her and settled on the edge of the fountain, though it was difficult to grip the smooth tiles with her talons.

‘Finally! I thought you had made off again.’ Lilia stroked Civetta’s spotted feathers. ‘I have to admit, the others didn’t exactly give you a warm welcome.’

‘You’d better get used to that if you want to stay one of us.’ The owl ruffled her feathers as she ran her beak through them. The rustling took Lilia back to the forest. She liked the house that gave them shelter, but she missed the voices you could only hear in the open air. The world played a different music when it was not made by humans.

‘So, what did you see?’ she asked the owl. ‘With your sharp yellow eyes.’

‘A servant who hates his master, a young guard who knows too much about killing, and many men who curse Orpheus. But they are all afraid of him.’ Civetta’s voice was gentle and warm. It gave no hint of the sharpness of the owl’s claws and beak.

She raised her head, listening, before Lilia spotted the fox. Volpe slipped out from behind a bush so soundlessly that, not for the first time, Lilia considered how lucky she was not to be one of her prey animals. She had wanted to ask the fox many times how she had earned her fur coat. But there was something unapproachable about Volpe, whether she was in her fox or her human form. Once again her face was almost unreadable as she shapeshifted. Only when Lilia told them of the bargain with Rinaldi was she no longer able to hide her anger.

‘Has the Prince lost his mind? One does not bargain with men like that. I’m sure he murdered both the illuminator and Violante’s maid, whom they found in the river.’

‘The Prince is worried about Dustfinger,’ Lilia said in his defence. ‘They will try to free him tonight. I understand that he feels he can’t wait any longer. I told him that you two could watch the main entrance. In case Orpheus tries to escape with the book. Would you do that?’

‘So that Orpheus doesn’t run to get help from the Shadow Reader again.’ Volpe exchanged a glance with Civetta. ‘Very well. The rest of you will probably have your hands full, rescuing Dustfinger. Although –’ Volpe looked at Lilia – ‘will you sneak into the house with them?’

Lilia shook her head. ‘Battista and I will try to distract Orpheus’s guard. Maybe we can make sure that Jehan and the Prince pass unnoticed until Dustfinger is free.’

Volpe glanced at the house. Lilia thought she could make out Nyame’s shape at one of the windows. He gave her something that she had lost when her mother died – a sense of safety. It scared her a little. Learning to get by all alone had been difficult, and Lilia had come to fear the weakness of allowing herself to feel protected.

‘What do you think your noble hero will do if he succeeds in freeing Dustfinger tonight? Will he be satisfied and ride back to Ombra, or will he try to put an end to the Shadow Reader?’ Volpe asked.

Lilia looked at her in surprise. ‘Rospo specifically warned him not to. You were there. None of us has the power to challenge her.’

Volpe shrugged. ‘That is Rospo’s opinion. But what about the others – all your friends in that book? Eventually the grey will devour them. Rospo didn’t mention that, did she?’

No, she had not. Lilia shuddered. She remembered how Roxane had sung her to sleep when she’d been so small and lost that she had just wanted to die. And how happy it had made her to find a sister in Brianna and a brother in Jehan.

‘We will save them. We’ll find a way!’ she said. ‘But I believe Rospo. She has never lied to me. We have to rescue Dustfinger and find the book before Orpheus has a chance to destroy it, or they’ll definitely be lost!’

Volpe was silent.

‘Yes, of course,’ she finally said. ‘People get lost easily. And all our spells cannot bring them back.’ She again looked at Lilia in a way that she could not read.

Then she shapeshifted as quickly as if the fox had been there all the time.

‘I will be back before you meet Rinaldi. Let the Prince know,’ she said.

And she darted away.
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A Harmless Woman



You must suffer me to go my own dark way.

Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

Ah, betrayal was such a satisfying affair! What had Orpheus been thinking? That Baldassare Rinaldi did not know a thing or two about revenge? The steps that led down to the old brickworks just inside the city wall were steep, and Rinaldi stumbled a few times because he was too busy savouring the images of what the Prince would do to Orpheus. Oh yes, the ungrateful ink dribbler would regret having made an enemy of Baldassare Rinaldi! In any event, who needed bewitched books to take revenge? A sharp blade and, in this case, a hero’s fury was more than enough.

Rinaldi cleared the last step and took a watchful look around. Good, no sign of life, except for a few crows that flew away when they noticed him. No one ventured down to this ruin; it had once supplied bricks to build the finest houses in town, until one of its ovens had almost reduced the city walls to soot and ash. Fire . . . Rinaldi had to admit that it filled him with dread, unless it was burning inside a stove. Luckily the Fire-Dancer had not known this when Rinaldi had caught him.

The thicket growing between the charred walls had become even denser since the last time he’d been here, and as he beat a path through the thorny branches, the melting snow drenched his clothes. Damn! He was so sick of the cold. There were said to be princes in the south who lived in sun-baked palaces and paid troubadours in gold and slave girls because they held them in higher esteem than their ministers and generals. That sounded so much more to his taste than this frozen town where everything was about silver, silk and provisions for the winter. No, he wanted to see palm trees and white beaches. He wasn’t getting any younger, and the damned cold made his bones ache. Some days he woke up in the morning and could barely bend his fingers!

The exit to the secret tunnel lay behind the yard where they used to dry the bricks. There was a wall with several openings, blocked off by gratings, where bricks were once stacked. Behind rusty bars, one of them concealed a tunnel that led straight to the cellar that Orpheus now called his own. The previous owner of the house had had it built in case his business dealings eventually made it necessary for him to flee the city. It was quick to escape from here through the southern gate.

Rinaldi began singing to himself as he pulled up a few frozen thistles in front of the grating and moved the bricks that he’d piled up to hide it on his last visit. Had Orpheus already had a new lock put on the grating? No. Rinaldi only had to jolt it a little bit and it swung open. Good. He hoped the one at the other end, in Orpheus’s cellar, was also still the same.

Rinaldi had to duck to enter the tunnel, which disappeared into the darkness. Thankfully nothing had caved in, as far as he could see. He would let the Prince and his helpers go first, so they could deal with the rats. He would also leave the butcher’s son to them. Grappa was certainly no easy opponent, and while they were all busy skewering each other, Baldassare Rinaldi would stuff his rucksack full of the gold and silver that Orpheus so brazenly displayed all over his house. Perhaps, if the opportunity presented itself, he might even beat the Prince to it and finish Orpheus off himself. Oh, what a pleasure that would be!

Rinaldi came out of the tunnel und straightened up. They would need torches. And hadn’t he hidden a lantern in that bush last time? He was kneeling down to look for it when he heard something behind him. He quickly pulled his knife and got to his feet. But all he could see was a fox sniffing a trail between the stones. The beasts could give you rabies, and they were even smarter than rats. Filthy critters. Rinaldi put the knife away and picked up a stone.

The fox lifted its head and looked at him.

Rinaldi didn’t like that look at all.

She shapeshifted so suddenly that he dropped the stone and reached for his knife again. Damn. He had heard about shapeshifters, but he had never seen one. The woman who stood only a few steps away from him was tall and still had the eyes of the fox. A Shadow Reader. Yes, what else could she be? Even though she was not as scary as the young thing to whom he handed over the girls. He hadn’t been able to sing a single song for days after the first time he met her.

No, this one was different. But also eerie.

‘That’s a neat trick.’ Rinaldi cleared his throat to drive the last bit of fright from his voice. ‘How do you do that? I’ve heard that you eat the heart of the animal you want to turn into . . .’

She smiled, as if she had never heard anything more foolish.

‘You caught the Fire-Dancer for Orpheus, didn’t you? You probably also killed the illuminator and the maid they found strangled in the river.’

Rinaldi usually liked to boast of his work, but he would have preferred to hide it from the amber eyes staring at him.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about! I’m a troubadour. A wordsmith, a singer.’ Come on, Baldassare! he chided himself, wrapping his fingers more tightly around the knife. You are not seriously afraid of her? She’s only a woman, and not even a young one. What if sometimes she is also a fox?

‘The maid . . .’ She took a step towards him. ‘Did you make her fall in love with you before you killed her? So she would steal the book for you? You threw her into the river like a piece of rubbish.’

‘I really don’t know what you are talking about, love. You must have me confused with someone else.’ Rinaldi tossed the knife from one hand to the other. ‘I’d love to keep chatting, but I have an engagement tonight.’

He turned to go, but she blocked his path.

‘I know exactly what I am talking about. You tried to assault one of us, just a few months ago. Behind the spinning mill in Ombra. Luckily, she knew how to defend herself. But I’m sure she was not the first, and she won’t be the last.’

How she looked at him! As if he were a poisonous worm that had crept out of something rotten. Rinaldi was itching to grab her and teach her some respect. And, yes, he remembered the one behind the spinning mill. He had felt lonely that night – so what? He’d just wanted a kiss, and maybe a little more – who could blame him? His skin had burnt for days from whatever she had thrown in his face.

The fox was still staring at him. Where the hell did they all come from? There were decidedly too many scary women in his life these days.

‘This secret tunnel really is well hidden.’ She pointed at the grating behind him. ‘I probably never would have found it without your help.’

Kill her now, Baldassare! A thrust with the knife. No, hands around her throat. Although she probably would not make it as easy for him as Donatella.

She smiled, as if she could read his thoughts. It was said they could do that. Rinaldi tried to grab her, but she pressed her hands over his face and when she stepped back the skin on his entire body started to itch. It burnt as if it were dissolving on his bones. Rinaldi swore and tried to push the knife into her cunning chest. But his hands would not obey him, and everything around him turned a rusty red like her fur.

‘I will give you a new shape, Baldassare Rinaldi,’ he heard her say. ‘And then the vixen will hunt you. That will give you a fairer chance than you allow your victims. But I should warn you, it has been a long time since she let her prey get away.’

Rinaldi stumbled and fell to his knees. His back arched. Fur sprouted from his skin. The pain was worse than anything he had ever felt. Claws shot out of his fingers and the handle of the knife was suddenly much too large for him.

Volpe shapeshifted.

The rat who cowered in front of her bared its teeth.

‘Run!’ the fox purred.

Even though she knew that she was so much faster.
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On Strings



A man cannot be too careful in the choice of his enemies.

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

Enough, Orpheus! He was fighting the urge to steal back into the cellar one more time. He could think about nothing else but the lost man down there. The Fire-Dancer, whose fire he had taken.

If Dustfinger would at least look at him. But no! The fiery marten hissed at him as soon as he came near the cell, while Dustfinger just lay there, facing the wall. The marten warmed him. He mostly lay curled up on his chest, but his master’s hands were still grey, resting next to him like dead birds.

Why did the sight not fill him with satisfaction? Satisfaction, triumph, the thrill of victory . . . That was what Orpheus had expected, but the heart was a treacherous thing. All he felt was a bitter, hollow feeling. Were all the empty sayings about vengeance true? Did it bring not an ounce of satisfaction, because it didn’t rectify anything?

Maybe it would have felt different if all had gone as planned. If Dustfinger had become nothing but a picture, like the others, available whenever Orpheus wanted to open the book and look at him. But that broken creature down there in his cellar . . . no. What was he to do with him? The Fire-Dancer was nothing more than a shadow. Gone was the hero of his childhood, and, if he was being honest, the only real friend he’d ever had.

You did everything wrong, Orpheus! the voice in his head whispered. Everything! You should have written a new story for Dustfinger. One that you would want to read again and again. Not a sad one, but a wonderful story, one you could read to lose yourself in and forget, just as you did back then! But how could he have done that? He’d never really been able to write, except when he stole the words of the old man he had also turned into parchment.

Ironstone refused to clear away the jar with the grey paint after seeing what it could do. Damn it! What if he went to the Shadow Reader and demanded a spell that drove out the grey and healed Dustfinger? Nonsense, Orpheus, nothing can break the spell. You set that condition yourself. Did his own soul have patches of grey by now? He thought he could feel them sometimes, like something dead inside him. Even the expensive wine he could now afford seemed colourless since Dustfinger lay down there, barely moving.

Maybe he should look in on him one more time.

No, Orpheus! You wanted vengeance and you’ve got it.

He went over to the silver stand holding the book, always open, to show what Orpheus did to his enemies. They looked out from the pages like butterflies someone had caught and pinned. Orpheus turned to a new page every hour, so that all his victims could enjoy his mockery and his triumph. The daughter of the bookbinder had the honour at present. Meggie. Brazen, and silver-tongued like her father. Orpheus felt a great urge to spit in her grey face.

The thought brought back his appetite. He unlocked his door and leant over the balustrade. ‘Rudolf!’ he called into the courtyard. ‘Bring me something to eat!’

Grappa was dutifully standing guard next to the front door, as straight as a tin soldier. The butcher’s son had turned out to be a stroke of luck, although he could be a little rough at times. The beggars kept a respectful distance from Orpheus’s door now, and even the workmen were more reliable since Grappa kept an eye on them. He killed every pigeon that dared to crap on a windowsill, every mouse, every spider that ventured past his doorstep, but not because he enjoyed killing. Orpheus had seen such enjoyment often enough to recognize it. No, it simply seemed to irritate Grappa when something untoward moved in his presence. Killing was just tidying up to the butcher’s son. Sometimes he even watched the workmen with great tension in his face. And he barely seemed to need any sleep. Perfect. Yes, he was the perfect guard.

Originally, of course, Orpheus had hired Grappa because of the enemies that his letters were bound to make him. But so far business had gone surprisingly smoothly, and, despite all the helpless, stammered threats his victims made, he really felt quite safe. And he had no need to worry about Dustfinger’s friends – they were no more. After all, he enjoyed looking at their grey faces in the book every day. So why was he sleeping so poorly? Was it Rinaldi’s threats? Yes, it had to be that. Or – and this thought always made Orpheus nervous – was the Shadow Reader’s insidious spell infecting his house, ever since Ironstone had prepared the cursed grey paint, eating itself into everything that surrounded him?

Nonsense!

Orpheus listened nervously for any sounds from downstairs. Maybe he’d better go check on the prisoner just one more time?

‘Master, look at this!’ Ironstone was standing by the window. On cold nights such as this, the square where Orpheus resided was usually completely deserted, but not tonight . . .

‘See that? A performance at this time of night! Isn’t that strange?’ The glass man pressed his nose against the windowpane.

Orpheus shoved him aside angrily and ran his sleeve over the glass. Windows really were of poor quality in this world – dull and streaky. But even through this patchy glass, he could see that there was a figure with a burning torch in the centre of the square.

Was that . . .

For one foolish moment Orpheus found himself hoping that Dustfinger had escaped from his cellar and was getting ready for a performance. It was absurd! He actually felt some joy at the thought, but it dispersed as soon as he saw that the figure was a girl.

Despite the cold, people began to gather around the bright circle the torch cast on the pavement. A man joined the girl. Was that a mask on his face?

‘Do you recognize the two of them? Go on!’ Orpheus snapped at Ironstone.

Glass men had sharper eyes than falcons. Further evidence of how randomly Fenoglio had assigned traits to his creations – assuming he really had created the glass men out of words. Stop it, Orpheus. Fenoglio is nothing but parchment and grey paint. The thought soothed him.

Ironstone pressed his face so close to the glass that it fogged up. He hurriedly wiped it clean. ‘No, master, I don’t know the girl, but the man . . .’ He looked up at Orpheus in shock. ‘He is wearing the mask of the Bluejay!’

Before Orpheus could quite digest that information there was a frantic knocking at the door.

‘My lord!’ Rudolf called. ‘Grappa says he can hear something in the cellar!’

‘Then he’ll need to go and see what it is, won’t he?’ Orpheus barked back. ‘Maybe it’s that damned marten. Tell him to pour a bucket of water over it. That should do it – it’s made of fire, after all.’

Orpheus hurried over to the chest where he kept a spyglass he’d had made in Ombra many years ago. The mask of the Bluejay . . . He rushed back to the window with the spyglass. It had cost the glass-blower many failed attempts before he finally managed to make the lenses to Orpheus’s satisfaction. Well, lenses such as these really only existed in another world.

The spyglass confirmed what Ironstone had said. The man in the square was indeed wearing the mask of the Bluejay.

‘I swear to you, master!’ Ironstone fussed. ‘The Bluejay is in the book. He—’

‘Be quiet!’ Orpheus snapped. ‘Do you think I don’t have eyes of my own? Of course that is not Mortimer down there.’

This man was much stouter. Why did his heart nevertheless beat so uncomfortably fast? The girl lit three more torches and the circle of light in the square grew bigger. The false Bluejay reached into his rucksack and pulled something out.

Ha! Orpheus let out a relieved laugh. A puppet! They were puppeteers! They must be starving if they were doing a performance in this cold, at this time of night.

‘Oh no.’ Ironstone threw a shocked glance at Orpheus. He had his hands pressed against the window.

‘What?’

‘The puppet – it looks like you, master!’

‘Nonsense!’ Orpheus once again peered through his spyglass at the masked man, but the crowd around the torches was becoming denser and blocked his view. There! The girl threw something on to the pavement and pale golden flowers, even brighter than the torches, opened between the stones. The night filled with ahhhs and ohhhs, and the man with the Bluejay mask pulled another puppet from his rucksack.

‘Dustfinger.’ Orpheus whispered the name as if the prisoner in his cellar had pressed it out of him.

But the Dustfinger moving on invisible strings down there was not dull and grey; he was wearing the black and red garb of the Fire-Dancer. When the Orpheus puppet grabbed him, the square filled with boos and furious shouts. The girl pulled another puppet from the rucksack. It had a black face and a sword in its hand. Hurrahs and cheering echoed through the night when the Black Prince – yes, damn it, who else could it be? – set his sword to the Orpheus-puppet’s chest.

Ironstone moaned and threw a guilty look at Orpheus.

‘Out with it!’ Orpheus grabbed the glass man and shook him. ‘What do you know about that charade down there?’

‘I swear, master!’ Ironstone desperately tried to twist out of his hand. ‘It was Rinaldi’s fault that the Prince escaped!’

‘Escaped?’ This time Orpheus shook him so violently that his limbs rattled. ‘But his portrait is in the book.’ He pointed at the silver stand. ‘I swore at it just this morning.’ With very inventive names, he congratulated himself.

‘Rinaldi never brought Balbulus his carving,’ Ironstone wheezed. ‘That’s why the picture is not very good, and the Prince did not vanish like the others.’

‘And when were you planning on telling me this?’ Liar, glass liar. First, the tiny fool had allowed Rinaldi to capture Dustfinger, and now this.

Orpheus lowered his voice to a dangerous whisper. ‘You and Rinaldi, you turned my vengeance into a farce. Into a puppet show, with Orpheus as the villain! And the shadow down there in the cellar? The Prince will slay not you but me, when he finds out what your blunders have made of his friend. But enough is enough!’

Ironstone seemed to sense what this meant. He bit Orpheus’s hand so hard that blood ran down his fingers. But it only made Orpheus grip him even more mercilessly. He smashed the glass man against the wall, just as he had hurled many a wine glass in his rage. The effect was the same, except for the ear-piercing scream Ironstone let out.

Betrayed. Deceived. Made a fool of!

Orpheus wiped the blood off his hand and, with grim satisfaction, surveyed the grey shards that once were a glass man. Then he went over to the window and stared down at the square, where the people of Grunico were laughing as the Black Prince grabbed him and stuffed him into a sack.

He stepped back from the window.

Was the Prince on his way here now? Those were probably his motley friends down there. Orpheus breathed heavily. From rage? Or fear? It didn’t matter. He had to meet Giovanna, immediately. If the Black Prince was coming, he needed much better protection than what Grappa could provide. Ironstone’s shards crunched beneath Orpheus’s boots as he reached for his cloak and strode towards the door. But before he pushed back the bolts, he stopped. The book!

The daughter of the bookbinder stared at him as he took it off its stand. ‘Oh yes, you’re coming with me,’ Orpheus hissed. ‘And your father and mother, too.’

He would never let them go. Every single day, for the rest of his life, he would delight in their images, like a hunter delights in the stuffed trophy of his prey. Even if the Prince had escaped him and Dustfinger was a ghost in his cellar. Those they loved would be in Orpheus’s power for the rest of time. Ha! How would they like that!

He couldn’t see Grappa anywhere when he hurried down the stairs. Only Rudolf stood in the courtyard, staring at the loggia with a worried look on his face.

‘Grappa went down into the cellar, my lord!’ he called to Orpheus. ‘As you ordered. But he is sure that he heard more than just the marten. He says there were voices. The voices of two men.’

Orpheus cleared the last few steps and stared at the cellar door. The secret tunnel. The previous owner had sworn that nobody knew of it. The previous owner – whom you blackmailed, Orpheus?

Two men . . .

The crowd laughed outside, and Orpheus felt the blood drain from his head to his feet. Yes, he could not deny it: he was shaking with fear.

‘Go upstairs and lock yourself into my writing chamber!’ he snapped at Rudolf. ‘Pretend that it’s me hiding up there!’

‘But, my lord!’ Rudolf threw a concerned look at the solid door.

‘Do as I tell you!’

Rudolf stumbled up the stairs and Orpheus listened at the door down to the cellar, where the vaults yawned into darkness. They are burglars, just common burglars, Orpheus. If only he could believe that. But he would not wait to find out the truth! Oh no.

He pulled the fur-lined hood of his cloak so that it concealed his face before he unbolted the front door. He had no intention of being recognized by that cheering crowd out there. His effigy was wriggling on a puppeteer’s strings, and they were celebrating it! He would write down all their names! All of them!

He looked around one last time. His house. His splendid new house. You will come back, Orpheus. With a terrible protection spell. The Shadow Reader will think of something.

A gust of freezing wind met him as he dragged open the front door. All that silver weighed heavily.

A fox sat on the wide step outside.

She stared at him with her wild eyes and, for a moment, Orpheus was sure that the dirty beast would snap at him. Instead, she rose and scurried away, as if she had only been waiting for him to emerge.

Half of Grunico was gathered around the puppeteer and the girl by now. How had she done that trick with the flowers? Forget her, Orpheus. But the laughter followed him when he scurried in the direction of the cemetery. He didn’t notice the owl that followed him on silent wings. He was in too much of a hurry to summon Giovanna. It usually took an hour or two before she appeared by the alder tree with its hoard of silver. But this was not the time to content himself with the pupil. This time he would demand that she take him to her mistress.
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Too Young



There is one fairly good reason for fighting – and that is, if the other man starts it.

T.H. White, The Once and Future King

[image: ]It was easy to find,’ Volpe had said when she showed them the entrance to the secret tunnel. ‘Why would you want to pay the murderer for that?’ She hadn’t explained what had happened to Rinaldi, and Nyame hadn’t asked.

Could they trust the fox? Nyame asked himself once again as he and Jehan made their way down the tunnel, and once again he comforted himself with the fact that Lilia did.

The flickering light of a torch appeared ahead of them. Its flame cast the shadow of bars on the ground. Jehan stopped, and they listened in the darkness together. Nyame was tempted to call Nardo’s name, just to drive away the silence. What would he do if Orpheus had killed him? The mere thought filled his heart and brain with such loathing that he was under no illusion he’d be able to control his rage. Unlike Orpheus, Nyame did not care for vengeance. He had seen too many times how its shadow haunted people. But if Orpheus had taken the friend who was the other half of his soul, he was sure he’d forget all his belief in mercy and forgiveness.

Stop it, Nyame. You don’t know if he is dead yet.

It took Jehan a little while to open the grating. The rust had sealed it more securely than the lock itself. He stopped a few times when the sound of his tools rang out all too loudly in the silence, but no one came, and finally the grating swung open.

They saw vaults stretching the length of the cellar, and there were several doors. But there was only one with a fiery glow seeping out from beneath it.

The fire marten that bared its pointy teeth at them looked very like Gwin. It had curled up at Dustfinger’s side, as if it wanted to use its warmth to protect him from what was eating away at his body. Nyame reached for the grey hand that he could barely recognize as his friend’s, and pressed his ear to his chest. His heart was still beating, but it sounded so weak, like a candle about to flicker out.

‘Nardo,’ he whispered, while the marten rubbed itself against him, as if it recognized him as a friend.

Dustfinger opened his eyes.

Nyame felt almost sick with relief when he saw that he recognized him. ‘What happened, Nardo?’ He closed his fingers tightly around the cold hand. If Orpheus were standing behind him right now, he would kill him.

Dustfinger tried to smile. ‘I think Orpheus planned it slightly differently,’ he whispered. ‘The glass man tried to paint me into the book, but, as you can see, I’m still here. Probably also thanks to him.’ He had difficulty raising his hand, but the marten pressed into his searching fingers.

Jehan stood in the doorway, listening attentively to the darkness. He avoided looking at his stepfather. ‘Prince, we must go!’

The sound of footsteps rang down from the stairs leading to the cellar. Jehan drew his sword before Nyame could stop him. Maybe he had discovered a taste for fighting during the skirmish with the mercenaries. Or he wanted to keep his stepfather from noticing how angry he still was with him. It was pointless to try to talk Jehan out of his anger. It would only disappear when his mother and his sister returned.

Nyame wrapped his arm around Dustfinger’s shoulders. ‘Can you stand up?’

‘I’ll try.’

He got to his feet with Nyame’s help, but he barely managed to keep upright. The marten jumped through the door ahead of them.

A tall boy stood at the foot of the steps. He stared at Jehan with surprise.

‘Look at that – so I was hearing right. The magic smith. I knew we shouldn’t trust you.’

There was something in his face that Nyame had seen all too often. Someone had taught the boy not to care about pain, whether it was his own or that of others. Together with the fact that he was still young enough to think himself immortal, that was a dangerous combination.

Very dangerous.

Jehan deflected the first stroke of his sword, but the second almost drove into his shoulder. He only dodged it at the last moment.

‘Help him, Nyame!’ Dustfinger forced out.

Reluctantly Nyame let go of Dustfinger, who was so weak he had to lean against the wall to stay upright. But Jehan could barely hold off Orpheus’s guard any longer. He tripped. Nyame dragged him to his feet, drew his sword and stepped in front of him to protect him. Grappa was clearly surprised when he saw his new opponent. And he didn’t like it at all when the Black Prince effortlessly deflected his sword.

He was so young.

‘Get out of here. You still have time.’ Nyame heard the rage in his own voice. Rage at Dustfinger’s grey hands and this damp hole of a cellar, at all the grey faces inside the small book – Mortimer, Meggie, Doria, Farid . . . He wanted to bring death to all men who, like Orpheus, sowed pain and fear. But this boy was not one of them. He simply had a cold, broken heart. Nyame took a deep breath, to tame the rage before it grew until he didn’t care who he killed.

‘Go.’ He lowered the sword. ‘Walk back up those stairs and I will take my friend. No one will find out what happened here. You serve the wrong man, and you’re too young to die.’

The guard pressed his lips together and closed his fingers more tightly around the hilt of his sword. ‘My name is Grappa. Just so you know who kills you. And the prisoner stays here.’

His next stroke was not bad, but Nyame had survived so many more fights than he had. So young. He remembered how reckless that could make you.

Jehan was back on his feet.

‘Take Dustfinger along the secret tunnel,’ Nyame ordered him, without taking his eyes off Grappa. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’

Jehan hesitated, but then he did obey. Something in him had understood that he was a smith, not a warrior. Nyame was glad to see that realization in Jehan’s face. As for himself, what had turned him into a warrior? The rage that night when his sister died? No, he had wanted to protect the ones he loved even before then. Haniah’s death had merely taught him that he would not always succeed.

He deflected Grappa’s sword again.

Jehan had reached the secret tunnel with Dustfinger.

‘The book, Nyame!’ Dustfinger called. ‘You must find it!’

What was his old friend thinking? That he alone had not forgotten the others?

If everything went according to plan, Lilia would be waiting for them at the exit to the tunnel.

Seeing Dustfinger escape made Grappa’s attacks both less considered and more dangerous. Nyame tried to push him towards the vault where Dustfinger had been imprisoned to lock him up there. But Grappa saw through his plan and retreated towards the stairs.

‘Help! The prisoner is escaping!’ he shouted up. ‘Through the secret tunnel!’

Did he hope that Orpheus would come to his aid? Didn’t he know that his master was a coward?

The book, Nyame. You must find it! He only threw the briefest of glances up the stairs, but Grappa saw his opportunity. His attack came so swiftly that there was only one way Nyame could save himself. He plunged Jehan’s sword deep between Grappa’s ribs. Blood trickled from his lips as he fell.

‘I’m sorry,’ Nyame whispered, but Grappa probably did not hear his words. He looked surprised. Immortal . . .

Nyame lowered his sword and stared down at the dead boy. Each death made the heart so heavy. As if they stayed with you. He examined his own wounds – they were not dangerous. He wiped Grappa’s blood off the blade that had killed him and glanced at the tunnel. Jehan and Dustfinger were gone.

Nyame leant against the wall. He still wanted to kill Orpheus, but that urge now battled with the impulse to follow Dustfinger. However, he walked towards the steep stairs. He wanted the book – not just for Jehan and Dustfinger. He wanted to stand next to Mortimer in his workshop again, and hear about Meggie’s adventures on her travels with Doria. He wanted to see Elinor cheering on the tightrope-walkers, and Darius kissing one of them. He wanted to feel the warmth of Farid’s fire on his skin and to hear his boisterous laughter. To watch the children holding their breath as they listened to Fenoglio’s stories. To see Jehan hugging his sister, and Dustfinger burying his face in Roxane’s hair. This had to end. Those who loved had been held hostage to Orpheus’s vengeance for long enough.

Nyame thought he could feel them all behind him as he walked up the cellar stairs. The courtyard lay silent and deserted. Nothing moved on the upper floors either.

‘The Black Prince!’ A thin little man poked his head over the balustrade on the first floor.

Nyame looked around, alert. Of course, the servants. Would they be bold enough to fight? Not this one, by the looks of it. He was staring at the sword in the Prince’s hand.

‘So you really do exist? The protector of the poor? The terror of the rich . . .’ He gazed down at him in disbelief, as if Nyame had just stepped out of a fairy tale told to children. But then his expression darkened.

‘Stop fooling yourself, Rudolf. Look at him! He’s probably just here for the gold. The poor invent songs about noble, selfless heroes to forget about their hunger. My eldest sings them as well, but they’re nothing but lies. Just like the puppet show out there.’

Nyame did not disagree with Rudolf. He had never felt like a hero, even though they sang songs about him. And he certainly did not feel noble or selfless after killing Grappa. The Bluejay would have understood all that – but Mortimer was now nothing but a picture in a book. And there it was again: rage.

‘Where is your master, Rudolf? Nothing will happen to you, but I will not leave without Orpheus. Without him and a book. A small, grey book.’

Rudolf let out a joyless laugh. ‘You’re too late. Orpheus has sneaked away, and he took the book with him. I’m glad it’s gone. Every day I was afraid that I might bring its spell home with me, and that my children would be struck down by it, just like Orpheus’s prisoner.’

Orpheus’s prisoner . . . Dustfinger’s hand had been so cold, and his face so grey. And he had not been able to summon the fire, to help Nyame against Grappa.

He had to find Orpheus. He pointed at the silver-studded front door. ‘Did your master steal out that way?’

Rudolf nodded. ‘He probably went to the Shadow Reader!’ he called, when Nyame pushed the door open. ‘To buy himself protection from you. From you, and everyone helping you. He won’t give up his vengeance so easily. Orpheus has thought of nothing else for as long as I have served him.’

You could hear fear in his voice. Fear of whom? Fear of Orpheus, or of the Black Prince, who had broken into his master’s house and killed his guard? Nyame knew many men and women who enjoyed making people afraid of them. It had always made him sick.

He peered outside through the open door.

There was no sign of the fox, or of Orpheus. Nyame had made it very clear to Volpe that he wanted Orpheus alive. The square lay deserted. Battista and Lilia had gone too, and with them the crowd. Had they taken Jehan and Dustfinger to safety?

Definitely. It is all going according to plan, Nyame. No, it had been too easy. He could not shake off that thought while he walked through the dark alleys, back to the house that knew his mother’s fairy tales.


[image: ]










[image: ]




Roxane



Remember me when I am gone away,

Gone far away into the silent land;

When you can no more hold me by the hand,

Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.

Christina Rossetti, Remember

She could not have lost him again! How? When? But the fog was everywhere. It had devoured everything. The house, the forest, her fields. And Nardo.

Roxane called his name. And she called Jehan and Brianna. But the grey filled her mouth and her eyes. Even her heart was full of it.

It made everything fade away, as if it had been nothing but a dream. Her whole life, and everything she loved – nothing but a dream.

Roxane closed her eyes, to search her memories. But even those had lost all colour, and she could not recall them. Her plants had been green, hadn’t they? She didn’t know what that meant any more.

Only the songs were still there. She could hear them inside her, and Roxane began to sing, even though the grey tinted her lips and her voice was muted by the fog that enfolded her.
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Betrayal



Each betrayal begins with trust.

Martin Luther

Yes, Dustfinger was free. When Nyame returned, he found him lying on the camp bed that Battista had made for him in front of the fireplace, where the flames could warm him. Jehan was chopping up a bench in the courtyard to feed the fire. And the marten lay on Dustfinger’s chest, just as it had in Orpheus’s cellar, red-gold proof that the fire would not desert the Fire-Dancer.

Nyame knelt down at Dustfinger’s side and pulled the blanket, which usually kept him warm under open skies, up to his shoulders. The grey clouded his friend’s eyes like smoke.

Orpheus.

Nyame threw a questioning glance at Battista, even though he thought he already knew the answer.

Battista shook his head. ‘No trace of either Volpe or the owl.’ The mask of the Bluejay still hid his face, but his voice betrayed his anger, seeing Dustfinger lying there. ‘She doesn’t know where they are either.’ He pointed towards the window.

Lilia stood in the courtyard. She looked very lost.

‘Maybe the fox made Orpheus vanish into thin air, just as she did the troubadour,’ Battista said darkly.

Nyame wasn’t sure how he felt about that notion.

‘Do we at least have the book back?’ Dustfinger asked. The marten jumped off his chest as he strained to sit up.

‘No. Orpheus took it.’ Nyame hated to have to admit this. Could they have been faster? Should he have looked for Orpheus first? How did he escape? Orpheus was not exactly a fighter; stopping him should have been easy for Volpe and Civetta.

Jehan brought in the wood he had chopped. He looked very relieved when he saw that Nyame had survived the fight with Grappa almost unscathed. But then he looked out of the window and his face darkened.

A fox stood outside in the courtyard.

Volpe shapeshifted when Lilia stepped towards her. They could not hear what they said to each other, but Lilia was angry. Nyame saw her grab Volpe by the arm, but the older woman just turned her back on her.

When they both came into the room where they were all waiting, Lilia pushed past Volpe without a word. And the vixen stopped between the pillars as if prepared for an attack.

‘So you were able to free him. Good.’ She nodded towards Dustfinger.

‘Yes, but my mother and sister are still trapped in the book. Where is it?’ Jehan was the first to ask the question. ‘And where is Orpheus?’

‘Go on, tell them!’ Lilia snapped at Volpe.

Nyame had never seen her so furious. Furious. Shocked. Ashamed. Guilty?

Volpe straightened her shoulders. ‘We let Orpheus escape.’

They screamed at her: Battista, Jehan, even Lilia. The shock on her young face made the bitterness Nyame felt more bearable. She had clearly not known anything about the other women’s intentions.

Dustfinger rose to his feet with great effort.

‘I seem to have missed quite a lot,’ he said. ‘Who is this woman with the fox eyes? One of Orpheus’s helpers?’

The marten sprang towards Volpe and bared its teeth.

‘Orpheus? What do I care about Orpheus?’ Volpe said scornfully. ‘He is nothing but a malicious boy who got his hands on a dangerous toy. I couldn’t let the book fall into your hands. You would have ridden home hoping to find something there to drive the grey from your friends’ faces. But the one who turned them grey – what about her? She gives evil a shape, and then she sends it out into the world. A book, a quill, a poisonous dress, a shoe that makes you dance yourself to death . . . She is like a spring from which despair and pain seep into the world. You have only had one sip of her poison, but many others have died of it. And no one punishes her for what she has been doing – for decades. It must come to an end! The world is dark enough without her and—’

‘Jehan’s mother and sister are in the book, Volpe!’ Lilia interrupted her angrily. ‘They are like a mother and sister to me too. Who do you think you are to simply sacrifice them? Your magic has always been angrier than mine, but I trusted you and Civetta!’

Nyame saw that those words hurt Volpe. But she straightened her shoulders as if trying to shake them off.

‘My daughter Mia was not much older than you are when she went to Rabbia!’ she snapped. Her voice was hoarse with despair. ‘Yes, that’s what they call her: Rabbia. Rage. The world always scared Mia, and my magic was too weak for her. She was convinced that only the Shadow Readers understood its darkness and could protect her from it. The last I heard from her was that she had found Rabbia and become her pupil. That was three years ago, and I didn’t know where to look for her. Until you told us about the grey images, and that you suspected the source of the spell was in Grunico.’

Lilia scrutinized Volpe as if she were seeing her for the first time in her real shape. Not the fox; not the Woman of the Woods. A stranger. ‘Why are you still here, if you’re looking for your daughter? Why didn’t you just creep after Orpheus? Surely he would have taken you straight to the Shadow Reader.’ Lilia’s voice was still hostile, but Nyame could tell that she also felt for Volpe. As did he.

‘I can’t just go to her. Rabbia is not so foolish as to let any of us near her. Unless I bring her something – something she desires so much that she throws caution to the winds.’ Volpe’s eyes sought Nyame. ‘Mia never wanted to believe me: the Shadow Readers fear the darkness from which they draw their power. They know that it will devour them one day. So they steal the light of others, like the girls that Rabbia demands as payment. It protects her for a few weeks, but then—’

‘Not another word!’ Jehan stood by Lilia’s side protectively. ‘You want her to go to the Shadow Reader with you, as your bait! You are completely insane!’

Volpe looked at him in surprise. ‘Not her, you fool!’

She pointed at Nyame. ‘Him, of course.’

Dustfinger and Battista were at his side before Nyame really understood what Volpe had said.

‘The Black Prince.’ Volpe said the name like an incantation. ‘Protector of all those who are powerless and hungry. I have to admit, I thought all that was nothing but a front, but he really is exactly as they describe him. Not self-serving. He truly feels the pain of others. So many heroes are eventually overcome by a thirst for killing, or hunger for power, but not him. The light of thousands in one man. That’s why they all follow him, that’s why so many die for him. Rabbia will see this as soon as he steps into her house. His light will blind her, and I will kill her and take my daughter away with me.’

‘Get away from here, fox!’ Battista grabbed her arm roughly. ‘Before I forget that I have a horror of killing. And you and the owl – you’d better bring us the book. And Orpheus!’

But Volpe was strong. She tore herself free. Help me, her eyes begged Nyame.

You would have ridden home hoping to find something there to drive the grey from your friends’ faces. But the one who made them grey – what about her?

Yes, what about her? The warning that Lilia had brought back from the Women of the Woods had been very clear. But if Nyame was honest, hadn’t he always expected that they would have to fight not just Orpheus here in Grunico? Ever since Jehan and Lilia had told him about the Shadow Reader?

Dustfinger was watching him. Of course he knew what was going on in his head. The Fire-Dancer had kept him from committing many a stupid mistake. It was a miracle that the Black Prince had survived without him all those years he’d been away. No, Dustfinger’s eyes warned him. Not this time, Nyame. But then what would become of the friends they’d lost?

Battista still stood next to Volpe, ready to chase her out of the house.

‘Let her go, Battista,’ Nyame said. ‘She is right. I will go with her.’

Battista looked at him, aghast. So too did Jehan and Lilia. Only Dustfinger was not surprised. The light of thousands. Oh yes, his eyes said. But you also know all about the shadows, and you will never stop fighting them.

He swayed, and Nyame helped him back on to the camp bed in front of the fire. He would go with Volpe – for Dustfinger, for Mortimer, and all the others. But not just for them. A spring from which despair and pain seep into the world. He would also go for the girls whom Orpheus had taken to pay the Shadow Reader, and for Volpe’s daughter. Maybe his mother had told rather too many fairy tales about heroes who fought for the light against the darkness. It made no difference that by now he knew how rarely they were victorious.

Battista pulled the mask off his face. The mask of the Bluejay. Another noble robber who ventured into danger for others. Nyame wondered what he would have done if Mortimer had decided to go to the Shadow Reader.

‘You can’t trust the vixen! Hasn’t she proved that?’

‘Battista is right.’ Jehan studied the fox with as much hostility as Battista.

Only Lilia said nothing. It touched Nyame to see how well she knew him already. She knew that he had made his choice.

‘You will stay with Jehan and Dustfinger,’ he said to Battista. ‘In case Orpheus returns from the Shadow Reader before us. Who knows what she will give him for protection, and Dustfinger is still too weak to defend himself.’

That the Fire-Dancer barely argued with this plan showed how ill he was. Battista and Jehan didn’t like what Nyame was asking of them, but they did not refuse. Was he doing the right thing? Nyame was not sure. But he did not know another way.

‘I will come as well,’ Lilia said into the silence.

This time Jehan did protest, but the fire marten jumped on to Lilia’s shoulder, as if he wanted to show his approval.

She smiled at Nyame.
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A Dark Path



And books that told me everything about the wasp, except why.

Dylan Thomas, A Child’s Christmas in Wales

Volpe led them through the dense forest in the mountains that surrounded Grunico for almost an hour until they reached a clearing with an old alder tree in the centre. All around it the ground was covered with coins and rings, bracelets, small chests, goblets and keys, the tarnished silver catching the moonlight. The Motley Folk had many stories about the silver alder trees and the elves said to be trapped inside them, who fulfilled evil wishes . . . Nyame let his eyes roam over all the silver offerings. So many evil wishes. He thought he could feel them on his skin like cold rain.

‘Don’t touch the silver,’ Lilia whispered, ‘and keep your distance from the tree.’

Nyame did not feel the slightest urge to approach it. The bare branches reached into the air like claws.

Civetta was already waiting for them. The owl perched in a poplar tree growing at the edge of the clearing, a safe distance from the alder. She avoided looking at Nyame and Lilia before she spread her wings and silently glided away through the trees. They followed her into a ravine that gaped darkly between two hillsides. Tall pine trees hid the sky. Wild glass people peeked out from the undergrowth, and there were the same forest gnomes and grass fairies you met in the woods around Ombra. But Nyame also discovered some furry faces that he had never seen before. Countless tracks of wild boar, wolves and bears crossed their path. It showed that the Shadow Reader did not seem to bother the other inhabitants of the forest. She was merely another predator.

Lilia kept close to Nyame and refused to look at Volpe. Perhaps it was the first time that someone she trusted had betrayed her. It was a feeling you did not get used to. Volpe stayed in her human form, as if that might bring her closer to her daughter, while they followed the owl. Longing. Hope. Fear. Her face revealed them all. But even if her daughter were still alive, what was she by now?

It is far from simple to follow an owl. But Volpe did it as easily as if she wore her fur. Once in a while Civetta screeched something at her, and Nyame wished, not for the first time, that he could understand the language of animals. Civetta gave another cry that sounded so urgent he was about to ask Lilia for a translation, when Volpe stopped abruptly. Someone was scrambling through the undergrowth, panting so loudly it could only be a human.

Nyame felt sure he recognized the figure that appeared amongst the trees in the distance: Orpheus. He was preparing to challenge him when he saw the expression on Volpe’s face. A second figure had emerged behind the man he believed was Orpheus, and the vixen’s eyes, so much sharper than Nyame’s, widened in horror.

Civetta soared ahead before Nyame could ask what Volpe had seen, and she hurried after the owl, while the two figures disappeared into the trees again. Lilia caught up with Volpe and whispered something to her. But she only shook her head in response, and rushed after the owl, as if pursued by something she could not escape.

Nyame was still tempted to turn around and follow Orpheus and his companion, but the forest suddenly cleared, and four enormous stone pillars reached up into the sky in front of them. They supported the last remnants of a collapsed bridge. It must have once crossed the ravine. From the remains of the bridge something hung right down to the valley below. It resembled a huge wasps’ nest, and it filled the whole space between two of the stone pillars. The pale grey walls exuded a sweet scent, and, despite the winter’s cold, the air buzzed with swarms of insects.

No doubt they had all pictured the Shadow Reader’s abode quite differently. More like the houses humans build, perhaps? After all, she was a mortal woman, just like Volpe, Civetta and Lilia. But she had probably abandoned her humanity a long time ago.

The only visible entrance was a dark crack that gaped at the bottom of the nest. All hope disappeared from Volpe’s face. There was no coming back from this place, and if her daughter was still alive, she finally admitted to herself that she was no longer her daughter.

Volpe looked at Nyame. Despair was of no help in a fight that they were unlikely to win in any case. No doubt she knew this as well. The loss of hope made one reckless. But it was too late to turn around. Nyame recalled Mortimer’s face as he held out his hands to Volpe. For the sake of appearances, she bound him with a chain that he could undo himself. Lilia watched them, full of misgivings. She had promised Nyame that she would pretend to be Volpe’s pupil and stay in the background for now. Grappa had told Dustfinger quite a bit about Giovanna while he’d been in Orpheus’s cellar. But they didn’t know how much her mistress had already taught her.

Any castle gate guarded by a hundred soldiers looked more inviting than the crack ahead of them. There was nothing that Nyame liked about Volpe’s plan, but he didn’t have a better one.

‘You owe us an answer before we go inside,’ he whispered to her. ‘Who was the man with Orpheus?’

‘Later!’ she hissed back, but Lilia grabbed her arm.

‘Tell him! Rabbia made Orpheus a doppelganger, am I right?’

Volpe freed her arm. ‘Most likely.’

‘His double: a mirror image – inviolable and without fear or conscience, as strong as a dozen men. Everything that is evil in Orpheus, intensified a hundred times.’ Lilia’s face was frozen with anger. ‘I will never forgive you, Volpe. Have you ever met Roxane? She was better than you, so much better.’

‘And if we succeed in killing Rabbia, maybe you will see her again,’ Volpe snapped.

The two exchanged hostile stares, and Nyame wondered if Lilia’s rage reminded Volpe of her daughter’s. He let his eyes wander over the giant nest. What if they did not come back? What if Orpheus and his doppelganger went and got Dustfinger? Had he made a mistake in coming here?

Civetta had settled on a branch above them.

‘She will warn us in case Rabbia calls for aid from the forest,’ Volpe whispered. ‘Pond men, Night-Mares . . .’

Nyame looked up at the owl. He hoped she would take this guard-duty more seriously than when she had watched Orpheus’s door. Was killing easy for Civetta? Why else would she have chosen this form? The fox also knew a thing or two about killing, but Nyame caught himself thinking that he would prefer to have the owl at his side going into the wasp house.

There was no cover as they approached. The pale walls resembled those that ordinary wasps build from chewed-up wood-pulp. But these wasps were not yellow; they were grey, like Dustfinger’s hands, like Mortimer’s face, and the dirty snow that stole all colours from the world around them. Even the sky above reflected the colour of the Shadow Reader.

The wasps swarmed around them, but they did not attack. Volpe’s gamble seemed to pay off. The winged guards recognized that the uninvited visitors brought a gift for their mistress. The only question was: would they let them leave?
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Inside the Shadow Reader’s House



It’s so much darker when a light goes out than it would have been if it had never shone.

John Steinbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent

The wasps did not follow them as they walked through the gap. Inside the nest the same sweet scent was thick in the air, like misted honey. Nyame could make out dark honeycomb structures in the walls that surrounded them. Nothing inside the huge, windowless room was reminiscent of human habitation. And yet he spotted – almost unrecognizable in the haze of wasp activity – armchairs and tables, of an elegant design, a few pillars that ended in open nothingness, and stairs that looked as if they’d been folded from paper leading up to the upper levels. Everything smelt and tasted of madness. Darkness welled from the honeycombs, many of which were only half finished. The wasps’ raw material hung from the ceiling in shapeless shreds, as if they’d forgotten what their mistress had ordered them to build.

The figure who rose from one of the armchairs was so grey that at first glance it looked as though the wasps had built her, too. Everything about her was grey: her skin; her long hair, which she wore loose; even the embroidery on her dress. Rabbia made no effort to hide her age, even though she could certainly have done so easily. Only the lavish silver jewellery around her neck and on her arms gave her figure a shimmer of light, as if she hoped it would protect her from the darkness in her life.

She took a few stiff steps towards them. They seemed to pain her. Every movement seemed a strain, even turning her head and pushing back her long hair. Volpe suppressed a triumphant smile. Careful! Nyame wanted to warn her. Maybe this foe uses not youth and beauty but age and decay to mislead us. But even he could not help thinking that the Shadow Reader was already lost in the darkness where she had sought her power.

‘Visitors? I don’t often have this dubious pleasure. And you are not my first guests today.’ The voice that came from her colourless lips sounded as if it rang from the walls of the nest and not from the wasted body in front of them. The eyes that studied Nyame, as grey as Rabbia’s dress, aroused every pain he had ever felt, like a swarm of angry wasps. He almost took an involuntary step in front of Lilia, to shield her from that gaze. But just in time Lilia gave him a warning glance, reminding him of the roles they each had to play.

In any case Rabbia seemed to be more interested in Volpe than in the girl with the flowers on her forehead. The vixen only stood there, looking around, searching, hatred and longing colouring her face like warring forces. How many times had Volpe imagined this moment?

‘Where is she? Mia. My daughter.’ Her voice sounded brittle, as if she had to put the words together from broken shards. ‘You took her in as your pupil years ago. I want to see her. No matter what you have turned her into.’

Rabbia looked at her with scorn, as if too many mothers had come to her with this question over the years. ‘Mia? Yes, I remember her. Why are you here? Because you hope that she will return home with you?’ She smiled. ‘What a good mother you are. And you even brought a gift for me, in exchange.’

Her gaze cut Nyame open like an animal that had fallen prey to a hunter. But this time her grey eyes did not search for pain. They looked for the love that he’d been given all his life, so deep and by so many. Their faces and voices, their joy and gratitude, the devotion they gave him because he brought them bread for their hungry children, courage when everything seemed lost, and protection from those who sowed despair, like the grey woman standing in front of him. Nyame felt them all like an ocean of life and light inside him, despite the darkness surrounding them. Rabbia pushed back her long hair, as if some of this light had already settled in it.

‘I thank you. He really is a splendid gift,’ she said to Volpe, studying Nyame as if she already knew all his secrets. ‘You bring him just in time. There are days when even I can barely find my way back from the shadows, and what I read there only tells of my own end. It takes a light like his to venture further into the darkness, where new secrets whisper, waiting to be discovered by me.’

She took a step towards Nyame. ‘So only one question remains.’

She indicated his bound hands. ‘How did the tired, fox-furred Woman of the Woods succeed in capturing a hero such as yourself?’

She leant forward. ‘She has not captured you at all, has she?’ she said in a conspiratorial whisper – just loud enough that Volpe could hear her. She silenced Volpe’s protests with a single wave of her hand.

‘That girl there –’ Rabbia pointed at Lilia – ‘I assume she is your pupil? She has more knowledge in her little finger than you do in your whole body. She really deserves a more talented teacher, but that can be arranged.’

She gave Lilia an inviting smile.

No. Nyame’s heart beat faster. He had not considered this danger. What if Lilia, like Volpe’s daughter, wanted to learn more about the shadows? He gave her a covert glance. Do you know me so little, Prince? Lilia’s eyes teased back.

Rabbia turned. ‘Giovanna! Where are you?’

A young girl stepped out from one of the corridors in the honeycomb walls.

‘This is the only pupil I have at the moment,’ Rabbia said to Volpe. ‘She is spoilt and can be quite annoying, but she is so much more talented than your daughter was. She was squeamish about so many things that I killed her after just a few weeks.’

Hatred and pain coloured the spell that Volpe threw at her. Rabbia wiped it off her grey dress like rust. Then she grabbed Volpe and pressed her gaunt hand to her heart.

‘What did you think you could do to me?’ she asked. ‘It’s not as if you were ever prepared to make the sacrifice required for my art. Give my regards to your equally foolish daughter.’

She pulled back her hand and Volpe fell to the ground. Rabbia’s pupil watched her die with the same interest she’d pay to the death of a moth.

Nyame shook his hands free of the chain and dragged Lilia to his side. She was still staring at Volpe’s lifeless body when he turned the ring. The metal that Jehan had forged became warm when Nyame called Dustfinger’s name. The fire came with the force he had warned him of. It broke from the ground like a hand with burning fingers that formed a protective circle around them. Nyame thought he could hear Dustfinger’s voice in the flames, whispering of friendship and warmth, of everything the shadows did not know. It would not have surprised Nyame if the flames had taken the shape of his friend. Dustfinger had protected him with them so many times. But Nyame also felt Jehan by his side – the fire had stolen something incredibly precious from him, as it had from himself, and yet the boy had taught himself to understand it so well that he could capture it in gold.

Rabbia tried to hide her rage, but Nyame felt it like a vibration in the air behind the flames. Her pupil tried to reach through the circle of fire, and stumbled back with a furious scream as it scorched her dress and skin.

‘What kind of fire is this?’ she asked her teacher. ‘I can hear a voice inside it, and it tastes like gold.’

Rabbia stared at Nyame through the flames. ‘The two who made it do not like each other, but they belong together. Unfortunately, the fire understands this as well as the gold. Oh well.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘One of them has my magic in his flesh. He will not live much longer – am I right, Night Prince?’

Nyame did not allow himself to believe her.

‘I should have helped Volpe,’ Lilia whispered next to him. ‘But I couldn’t do anything.’ She hid her face in his shoulder as he wrapped his arm around her. How could he have allowed her to come to this place? He would watch her die.

Rabbia kept staring at him, and the images came, all in a rush, of burning tents, and his sister, lifeless, her small face covered in soot. Desperately, Nyame tried to summon up different memories, those of Haniah laughing and listening to their mother’s stories. Once upon a time there was a prince who ventured out to serve the good in the world. He wrapped himself in his mother’s words – so familiar, heard so many times – using them to overwrite the dark images, with love, friendship, hope, joy.

The wasps came to their queen’s aid. Thousands of them swarmed through the gap, but Dustfinger’s flames burnt them. Rabbia screamed with rage, and shadows crept from the honeycombs. They billowed like smoke towards the circle of fire shielding Nyame and Lilia. But the red and the gold did not let them pass. That gave Nyame courage. And hope.

‘The customer who was here before us –’ Dustfinger’s flames surrounded him like a warm cloak – ‘you helped him to make the book in which all our friends are imprisoned. Tell me how to free them, and I will stay here with you.’

Lilia looked at him aghast. ‘No!’ she whispered to him. ‘Never! Please.’

But Rabbia laughed. ‘Oh, you will stay with me, Prince of Lights,’ she cooed, ‘whether you want to or not. And, as for the pictures . . . Orpheus asked me the same question. No one can free those they depict. My grey will suffocate them all – first their memories, and eventually everything they are. Even the pictures themselves will fade away, until no one will recognize them. Orpheus was very pleased with this answer. But I suspect you feel differently.’

Mortimer, Meggie, Resa with Dante in her arms . . . The flames began to flicker. With every face that Nyame remembered, the protective circle burnt a little weaker, but his heart continued to whisper their names: Roxane, Brianna, Elinor, Farid, Darius, Fenoglio.

‘Look at me!’ Lilia took his face in her hands. ‘Forget what she is making you see!’

But there was Dustfinger’s face, and it was grey, as it was in Orpheus’s cellar.

Rabbia stepped so close to the flames that they reddened her skin.

‘No one is stronger than my grey, Prince of Lights.’ Her smile cut him like the sharpest glass. ‘You will not be able to save any of them, just as you weren’t able to save your sister. I can’t wait to steal your light and make that girl my pupil. And I’m sure I won’t have to wait much longer. My grey will soon kill your fiery friend, and what will protect you from me then?’
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Lilia



Nobody who says, ‘I told you so’ has ever been, or will ever be, a hero.

Ursula K. Le Guin

Of course Civetta had sensed Volpe’s death.

The wasps that the fire had not burnt attacked her, buzzing furiously, when she soared through the gap. They swarmed around the owl like smoke as she circled over Volpe’s lifeless body, screeching her lament as if her voice could reawaken the vixen.

Rabbia stared up at Civetta in irritation. Yet another visitor. What kind of day was this? She was only distracted by the grieving owl for a moment, but Lilia saw her chance.

The flames didn’t bite her as she jumped through them. On the contrary, Lilia felt that they gave her extra strength, as if Jehan had commanded them to do so. The Prince looked so aghast that Lilia was worried he might follow her. But the fire helped her once more. It blazed up so high that Nyame’s attempts to jump through it were in vain. Helpless, he remained protected by the flames.

The wasps swarmed towards Lilia, but she summoned the scent of leaves and flowers into her fingers and the strength of roots into her feet. Green magic. How disdainful Volpe had always been about it. Yet it was the only magic that grew, took root and tasted like sunlight. The wasps, stunned by the scent, lurched in mid-flight. And Rabbia anxiously pressed her hands to her mouth and nose, as did her pupil.

Civetta took advantage of Rabbia’s moment of weakness and swooped down at her, but her furious yellow owl magic simply bounced off the Shadow Reader.

Rabbia took a step towards Lilia, and the fire could no longer hold the Prince back. Lilia saw him jump, even though the flames singed his clothes and skin. He had drawn the knife from the sheath he had hidden beneath his shirt, even though Volpe and Lilia had assured him that it would be of no use against Rabbia. She would kill him, like Volpe. Lilia could feel despair paralyse her mind. It was all her fault. She had trusted Volpe. Poor Volpe. She looked over at the vixen’s motionless body – but now was not the time, or they would all lie beside her soon.

Where were they? So prickly, so full of life. Lilia put her hands into the pockets of her dress, searching. But suddenly she felt strong fingers closing around her throat.

‘She doesn’t need another pupil! She can’t find a better one than me.’

Lilia gasped for breath. Giovanna pressed harder; she was enjoying it, Lilia could feel it. But whatever Rabbia had taught her pupil, luckily she knew nothing of the secrets that Lilia had learnt listening to those who sprouted and grew roots. Lilia made stinging nettles grow between Giovanna’s fingers and lured brambles to the wasp house that caught Rabbia’s pupil like a bird among its thorny stems, no matter how loud she screamed and cursed her.

Civetta was surrounded by such a dense swarm of wasps by now that she flew high up beneath the ceiling, and Nyame faced Rabbia alone, with the useless knife in his hand. Lilia reached into her pocket again, her hands shaking. Where were they? For a terrible moment she thought that during the fight with Giovanna she might have lost the only thing she had left that might save them.

Nyame fell to his knees, moaning, when Rabbia bound him with the pain she found in his heart.

Faster, Lilia. There. Her fingers finally found what they sought. So scratchy and prickly. She felt sick with relief. And fear.

Rabbia, overwhelmed by her greed for Nyame’s light, had forgotten everything around her. She had turned her back, and Lilia took every step in fear that she would turn around. Nyame tried to stand up, but the pain Rabbia summoned had him writhing as though she had him on strings, like one of Battista’s puppets.

Only one more step, and Lilia stood right behind the Shadow Reader.

The thistle heads clung to her grey hair and became entangled when she reached for them, startled. Rabbia frantically tried to remove them, but the seeds were already sprouting hungry leaves. They consumed her power as if it were nourishing earth, and sprouted purple blossoms for every secret that they found in her heart.

Rabbia’s grey turned to green. Her body was covered in leaves and flowers, on which the wasps settled. But the thistles continued to grow, until her whole body dissolved and became nothing more than a thicket of plants growing in her grey house.

Nyame was breathing heavily when Lilia knelt down beside him, and his eyes were full of the pain that Rabbia had reawakened. He had to grab Lilia’s hand to get up.

‘The pupil –’ his voice was hoarse – ‘she turned into a bird and escaped your cage. Civetta followed her.’

His dark skin was patchy from Rabbia’s spell, but when he saw the thicket of blooming thistles that had once been the Shadow Reader, he wrapped his arm around Lilia’s shoulder and smiled. ‘You defeated her! All on your own.’

Lilia returned his smile, so bright in the dark house. ‘I was not alone. I had you, Civetta and the thistles. Not to mention Dustfinger and Jehan.’

The fire circle was no more than glowing embers now, but it added red and yellow to the green and purple of the thistles. All the colours of the world. Lilia wanted to collect them in her hands and rub them on to Brianna’s and Roxane’s grey cheeks. My grey will suffocate them all – first their memories, and eventually everything they are. What if Jehan heard those words? And Dustfinger? She and Nyame would return without any hope, even though they had survived.

The thistles glowed with such a bright purple in all the grey that Lilia was tempted to pick one and take it with her. But she did not, worried that they might contain too much of Rabbia’s magic. Away. She wanted nothing but to be away from the wasp house. But suddenly she raised her head, listening. Nyame had heard it, too.

A quiet voice was singing.

They followed it between the honeycombs, while the wasps buzzed around the thistles as if they were searching for their mistress among the flowers. The darkness that seeped out of the honeycombs was terrible, and the young woman they found in one of them could barely stand. Nyame was still too weak to carry her on his own, but together he and Lilia managed to help her out into the open.

It was still the middle of the day. Or was it the next day? How long had they been in Rabbia’s house? They couldn’t say. They only stopped to rest when they could no longer see the nest. For a long while none of them spoke a word. They just sat there, in the long grass, and stared up at the sky, so bright after the darkness they had escaped.

Civetta did not come after them.
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Two



On a winter night I hear the Easter bell:

I knock on graves and quicken the dead,

Until at last in a grave I see – myself.

Vyacheslav Ivanov, Winter Sonnets: XI

Jehan had collected more wood. They’d found the fireplace was draughty and much too big. It was not easy to keep the fire going, but the flames really did seem, slowly but steadily, to be driving the grey out of Dustfinger. It was as if the fire caressed his fingers even when he held them directly in the flames and whispered things only he understood.

Of course: the fire would save him. Dustfinger would escape Orpheus’s vengeance after all. Jehan had to admit that the thought filled him with relief but also with bitterness. There would be no such salvation for his mother and sister. Not even Dustfinger would dare to ask the fire to caress parchment.

‘I can tell what’s going on in your head, golden boy!’ Battista whispered to him. ‘Stop blaming him for what happened. Orpheus made your mother and your sister disappear, no one else.’

Of course he was right. But the bitterness in Jehan’s heart remained. And Lilia and Nyame still hadn’t returned. Soon even Battista was no longer in the mood for the jokes he made to hide his concern. What if Volpe had betrayed them once again? What if the Shadow Reader had killed them all? The abandoned house that had given them shelter suddenly only spoke of those who’d been lost. Eventually Jehan decided he needed fresh air and the open sky above him.

‘I will try to find out if Orpheus is back,’ he said to Battista. ‘And, if he is, with what kind of protection. We should really know that, shouldn’t we?’

Battista didn’t particularly like this idea. ‘No, you should really wait for the Prince!’ he said. But Dustfinger came to Jehan’s aid.

‘Let him go, Battista,’ he said. ‘I would go myself if I could, and Jehan usually knows what he is doing. I think he has proved that, hasn’t he?’

Yes, Jehan was glad that Dustfinger was getting better. Nevertheless, it felt good to be outside and feel the cold air on his face, to not just sit there waiting. Brianna and his mother, and now Lilia . . . He felt terribly alone, and he was so tired of worrying about the ones he loved most.

Orpheus’s front door did not reveal whether or not he had returned. And the windows showed no sign of life either. It was a normal working day in Grunico, and no one paid attention to Jehan, leaning in a doorway. He began to watch the house. At one point some workmen knocked on the silver-studded door, but no one opened. No, Orpheus was not back. Just like Nyame and Lilia, Jehan. Why hadn’t he talked her out of going?

He had probably been there more than an hour when he realized that someone else was also watching Orpheus’s house. The girl who had asked him about her sister was standing next to the door of a fabric shop. She was dressed in pale green, like last time – she’d probably come here straight from her shift at the infirmary. She turned, startled, when Jehan came towards her. But her face relaxed a little when she recognized him. Jehan imagined modelling it in gold – the wide cheekbones, the fine nose . . . Her mouth looked as if she liked to smile, but she probably had not done so in a long while. She had deep shadows around her eyes. Such beautiful eyes . . . Jehan! Have you forgotten why you’re here?

‘What are you doing here?’ Her gaze was wary, though Jehan sensed that she was happy to see him.

‘He stole my sister as well,’ he said, pointing at Orpheus’s house. ‘I’m Jehan.’ He held out his hand and she took it hesitantly.

‘My name is Hyvin.’ She looked at Orpheus’s house again. ‘Something has happened there,’ she whispered. ‘The butcher’s son who was hired as a guard is dead. His mother can’t stop weeping, and his father has been struck dumb!’

She shivered and rubbed her arms. ‘What kind of man is this Orpheus? The stories about the Shadow Reader must be lies. He can’t possibly be as evil as they say.’

‘Oh yes, he is!’ Jehan said in a low voice. ‘And the butcher’s son is dead because he didn’t care what his master was up to or what would become of those he imprisoned in his cellar. Believe me, we didn’t want to kill him, but—’ Jehan only realized what he had said when Hyvin, shocked, took a step back.

‘What do you mean? You were in the house?’ She looked around, as if she were afraid that she would be blamed for their actions. But then her desire to know more got the better of her. ‘They say someone was freed from there. Someone who can talk to fire.’ This time there was hope, not fear, in her eyes. ‘Maybe he has seen my sister?’

What could he say? Jehan desperately wanted to drive the sadness from her face. But the truth would hardly do that.

‘There!’ Hyvin grabbed his arm and hastily pulled him behind a pillar. ‘That’s him, isn’t it?’

Two men were crossing the square. She was right: one of them was Orpheus. He strode towards his house with the pride and self-importance of a man who had grown three feet overnight. And, to his dismay, Jehan saw that everyone retreated from them with shocked faces. Orpheus and his companion had almost reached the house when the other man turned and looked in Jehan’s direction.

His heart skipped a beat. The man also had Orpheus’s face.

‘Two are one. One is two.’ Hyvin whispered the words like a verse for children.

The doppelganger followed Orpheus through the silver-studded door, like his shadow become flesh. Then they were both gone.

What could it mean? Why did they have the same face?

Hyvin reached for Jehan’s hand and pulled him with her. She found her way through the maze of Grunico’s alleyways as only someone who’d been born there could.

Hyvin. Her name tasted foreign on his tongue. Jehan liked that. He trapped my sister in a book, he wanted to say, but suddenly being stuck in a book sounded strangely benign compared to what Hyvin feared for her sister.

Beneath one of the colonnades that ran along so many of Grunico’s streets, she finally stopped in front of a house with a painted façade. The years had faded the colours of the fresco, so it looked more like the ghost of a painting. Jehan saw the two figures before Hyvin pointed them out. They stood between dark pine trees, surrounded by something that looked like smoke or a swarm of insects. One of them was the exact mirror image of the other.

‘Two are one. One is two,’ Hyvin repeated, and went on:

‘Tenfold as strong.

Twentyfold as evil.

Gather the darkness.

Banish the light.’

Jehan stared at the fresco. Even though it was faded, the malice on the identical faces was unmistakable.

Hyvin looked so lost that, without giving it much thought, Jehan invited her to come with him for now. When he asked whether her uncle would miss her she shook her head; it was not difficult to see that she would like to never return to his house.

Jehan got lost in the labyrinth of Grunico’s narrow streets, so it took him a while to find the way back. But when he finally stopped in front of the weathered door framed with tiles, Hyvin looked at him incredulously, as if this couldn’t possibly be the right house.

‘It’s only an empty old house,’ Jehan said apologetically, knocking softly three times, the signal agreed with Battista. ‘But we’ve made a fire, and I can make you a bed out of blankets in one of the rooms.’

Hyvin still stood there, as if rooted to the ground.

‘This used to be my grandfather’s house,’ she said quietly. ‘After my parents’ death Ayesha and I lived here for a while. Until my grandfather died as well. He couldn’t hold on after he lost my father – he was so young, and he was his only son.’

She looked at the mosaic and gently touched the tiles. ‘Isn’t it beautiful? The hoopoe, the mouse and the lizard. They are all from a story my grandfather loved very much. He told it often.’ She traced the lizard with her finger. ‘He knew that my uncle would sell the house immediately – that’s why he left it to me and Ayesha. But we will only be allowed to move in when one of us marries. That’s the law here.’

‘That’s a stupid law,’ Jehan said.

Hyvin smiled. ‘That’s what Ayesha used to say. Hyvin, don’t you dare marry unless you are very much in love. And of course I have to like your groom.’

Jehan did not know why, but he blushed at her words, and was glad when Battista opened the door. He glanced at Hyvin in surprise but waved them inside without question. Jehan could tell that Lilia and the Prince had not returned. That didn’t make what they had to report any better.

Battista and Dustfinger listened in silence as Jehan described the doppelganger.

Tenfold as strong. Twentyfold as evil.

Dustfinger started to discuss their options with Battista, but Jehan followed Hyvin. She slowly walked up the narrow stairs that led to the attic. Jehan found her standing in an empty chamber. A frieze of painted tiles adorned the walls. Each one showed a different bird.

‘My sister and I often slept in this room,’ she said. ‘My grandfather had the tiles painted specially for us, because Ayesha loves birds so much. In the evening I always had to pick one for her to sing about.’

‘When my sister, Brianna, was a child, she used to feed my mother’s vegetable seeds to the birds,’ Jehan said. ‘So they will teach me how to fly, she used to say when our mother caught her.’

Balbulus had not painted any birds on Brianna’s page. She must be so lonely.

‘Where is she now?’ Hyvin looked at him questioningly.

Jehan was still considering how he should best explain when he suddenly heard someone come into the house. Please! he thought as he hurried back down the stairs, though he was not sure to whom he was addressing the plea. Please let it be them!

The Prince stood at the bottom of the stairs. He smiled up at Jehan. He looked exhausted, as if he’d returned from death itself, and he hugged Dustfinger as if he’d been sure he would never see him again. Lilia appeared by his side. She seemed to be uninjured, but Jehan thought he saw something in her face that hadn’t been there before. She looked at him as if she’d been on a very long journey that she wished to forget.

Jehan jumped down the stairs to hug her. A young woman he’d never seen before followed Lilia into the house. Hyvin rushed past him with a quiet cry the moment she saw her, and almost suffocated her in a hug.

‘It looks like we’re not the only ones who have quite a bit to tell,’ Nyame said, as he embraced Battista. ‘It’s good to see you all. So good.’

Jehan could feel Lilia shaking as he pulled her towards him. ‘She was terrible, Jehan,’ she whispered, burying her face in his shoulder. ‘So terrible. And Volpe is dead.’
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Together



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.

Cornelia Funke, Inkspell

Nyame’s heart was so numb after the encounter with the Shadow Reader that he could barely feel anything. But it was good to see the two sisters hug as if they never wanted to let go of each other. So many joyful tears. They pierced the numbness, as did the relief he felt seeing Dustfinger with an alert look in his eyes and sparks at his fingertips. Rabbia had almost convinced him that he would not be able to save his friend. How foolish of him. The fire would never let the Fire-Dancer down.

The revelation that Ayesha and her sister knew the house that had given them shelter filled Nyame’s heart and head with a thousand questions. But first, another story needed to be told. He left it to Lilia to report all that had occurred in the house of the Shadow Reader. After all, without her, he would never have left it again. When she described how she had thrown the thistle heads in Rabbia’s hair, they could hear from her voice how afraid she’d been – and that she was wise enough to know she had only beaten the older woman because Rabbia had long ago become a victim of her own darkness.

Nyame could not say how they had made it back to Grunico. They had been so exhausted that the guards at the gate had taken pity on them and waved them through. He and Lilia had taken turns supporting Ayesha as they climbed the steep alleyways of Grunico until they finally reached the house. The house of Ayesha’s grandfather. When they had stopped in front of it, Ayesha had looked at Nyame with disbelief, as if he had come from her own past to save her. From her past, or from his? Once upon a time there was a boy . . . What a mystery the web of the world was! The older he got, the less he understood the patterns, even though he saw them more often now. ‘What was your grandfather’s name?’ he’d asked Ayesha when she touched the lizard in the mosaic, as if she were greeting her grandfather. ‘Ebo.’ She had smiled, despite her exhaustion, when she said his name. And Nyame had stood there and thought he was an eight-year-old boy once again. ‘Why are the heroes of your stories always called Ebo?’ his sister had once asked their mother. ‘Because that was my best friend’s name, when I was barely older than you are now,’ she had replied. ‘I made up many stories about him. He had to leave at some point, because his parents were so poor that they could barely feed him. But when I miss him, I find him again among the words, and I hope he does the same. Stories, my dear one, are like our tents: a home that you can carry with you.’

Ayesha went to sleep in the bird room. She must have longed for wings many times during the last few weeks. Her sister sat with her, and Nyame was tempted to go out to the fountain and to look into it in the hope that he might see the face of his mother’s best friend. But instead, he went in search of his own best friend. His legs could barely carry him, and his heart still remembered the despair that the Shadow Reader had summoned up. But the fire, though it had once taken so much from him, now comforted him with its warmth and its light when he sat down beside Dustfinger.

They stared up, side by side, at the ceiling that Ayesha’s grandfather had painted blue like the summer sky.

‘Tomorrow,’ Dustfinger said eventually. ‘Tomorrow I will get that book, even if I have to steal it from a dozen Orpheuses.’

‘No, you won’t,’ Nyame replied. ‘I will steal it from him. But for now, let’s sleep.’

He had not yet told Dustfinger what Rabbia had said about the book. He just couldn’t make himself do it. But when he closed his eyes, hoping to meet Mortimer and the others in his dreams at least, the Shadow Reader was waiting for him. And once again Nyame felt all the old pain that she had summoned up to bind him, as sharp and fresh as if his sister had died only yesterday.

Dustfinger was sleeping peacefully at his side when Nyame startled awake. He was afraid to close his eyes again, and thought of sneaking out into the courtyard in order not to wake the others, but then he heard the same song from upstairs that had led them to Ayesha in Rabbia’s house. Her voice sounded so untouched by all the pain and fear that she had endured. As if the song she sang came from a place where none of it existed. The fire covered Dustfinger’s clothes with sparks, as if it could sense that it had not yet driven out the grey completely, and Nyame thought he could hear Rabbia’s wasps above him once more. But Ayesha’s voice finally sang them away.
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We



They say when you meet somebody that looks just like you, you die.

P. Wish, The Doppelgänger

He didn’t really look like him, did he? True, to start with the resemblance had been remarkable. But since they’d returned from the forest, his doppelganger’s skin had turned more and more grey, as though the damn wasps had made him. And then those eyes. No, they resembled those of the Shadow Reader far more than his own. No question about it. Orpheus ran his hand over his face. He didn’t want to think about her – not about her, or her gruesome house. Sometimes he thought he could see her wasps swarming through his windows, and the buzzing . . . He looked around involuntarily. No. No, that came from a common housefly. He had never been so happy to see a fly before.

Had this house always been so horribly dark before he returned with his new shadow? He constantly felt the urge to light candles! Not that they helped. His new guard gave off darkness the way others did body odour. No matter, Orpheus. Even you find him scary. So just imagine how your enemies will feel.

The new glass man had forgotten his work once again and was standing in front of the stand with the book. Since Orpheus’s return, it had been opened at Fenoglio’s page. ‘What do you say now, old man?’ Orpheus had mocked him, looking at the Inkweaver’s picture as he drank his morning wine. ‘Who is telling the story now? You must admit that your villains pale next to the Shadow Reader! True, I didn’t invent her, but I gave her a fantastic part to play, and I have only just begun! After all, there are two of me now. The possibilities are endless!’

The doppelganger had listened to him in silence, but his face expressed everything that Orpheus felt whenever he looked at Fenoglio. Triumph, but also the rather uncomfortable envy he still felt, because Fenoglio had written the book that he loved above all others. Enough, Orpheus! You will now write a story through your deeds. That’s much better than the old man’s book!

‘Get back to work!’ he snapped at the glass man. ‘You are not here to stare at pictures!’

The pale blue imp bowed submissively and rushed back to the letter that Orpheus had instructed him to write. Rudolf had acquired the ridiculous little runt at the market. He could barely carry the letters, and his handwriting was not nearly as neat as Ironstone’s. Oh well, not even the best glass-blower would be able to put that mess back together.

Orpheus went over to the book and studied the illustrations Balbulus had painted around Fenoglio. It was true that the grey was spreading. He saw his own triumphant smile mirrored on the face of the doppelganger – though it looked a bit more malicious there, didn’t it? It seemed the Shadow Reader had not lied to him. Her spell had not merely turned his enemies into pictures. It would slowly but surely kill them. Deeply satisfying. Who should he make the focus of his mockery next? Orpheus turned another page. Dustfinger’s daughter? No, she already looked so sad. Too bad that he couldn’t sell her to the Shadow Reader. He turned another page. Yes! The little Firedevil. Fareeeed. Well, he was not so little any more, but Orpheus was sure Dustfinger still loved him like a son.

‘Look at you!’ Orpheus tapped his face with his finger. ‘No sparks, not even the smallest flame. And how grey you are!’

The doppelganger smiled disdainfully.

Orpheus filled his cup with wine – significantly better than Cimarosa’s – and toasted Farid. ‘You were an abysmal servant,’ he said. ‘Do you remember how I locked you in my cellar? You thought you’d escaped me back then, but look at you now!’

He took a gulp and laughed quietly. Oh, this book was a wellspring of joy and satisfaction. And no, the Prince had not been able to steal it from him! Because he, Orpheus, was just so much cleverer. And more powerful. He looked around at the doppelganger. Yes, he really did look scary. Who would have thought that was possible with his own face?

Orpheus turned his attention back to the book. Why did he keep thinking that the pictures were making faces at him? His pinned, grey butterflies. Because he was still missing two!

Especially the one . . .

He frowned and opened the page where Elinor Loredan looked out at him. The sight of her didn’t bring back any painful memories; after all, she had been his prisoner before – in her own basement! Hadn’t she always longed to be in a book? Well, he had granted her that wish.

Orpheus turned his back on the silver stand and went to his writing desk. Time to write a few more names. Greed, envy, deception and betrayal, small and large cruelties . . . The good people of Grunico did nothing to lighten the darkness he had brought back from the Shadow Reader. But their dark secrets were the only thing that was keeping Orpheus from thinking about the empty vault in his cellar. In his mind he kept going down the stairs, slipping in Grappa’s blood, only to stare at the empty bed of straw. He had lost him anew, the only hero he’d wanted to read or write about. And even though Orpheus kept boasting to Fenoglio’s picture that it was now he who would continue telling this story, who would it be about, if not Dustfinger? With every name he wrote with the Shadow Reader’s quill, it seemed to Orpheus that he was trying to erase the Fire-Dancer’s name from his memory. As if he didn’t know how hopeless this was.

No, he wouldn’t even think his name any more. Let alone speak it aloud! He had, of course, considered sending the doppelganger in search of his escaped prisoner. But that would leave him unprotected, if the Black Prince came back to take revenge on him for reducing his old friend to such a pathetic condition. No. It was better to hole up here for now, and leave the initiative to his foes. If they came, his new guard would kill them as effortlessly as Grappa had done with chickens and pigs.

He will be your mirror image, Orpheus could hear the Shadow Reader whisper, but he will lack everything that makes you a coward or a doubter. He will know no morals that prohibit him from desiring or doing what you have always wanted to do. Nothing will be able to kill him other than your own demise. And, with his help, I trust that you will be able to pay me in a timely manner.

Ah, yes, the payment. The price was really exorbitant this time, but of course she could smell how much he feared the Prince’s rage. Ten girls! It would not go unnoticed when so many disappeared. He could only hope that the knowledge he owed to the quill would protect him. That, and his ashen doppelganger.

If only he were not so terrified of him! What if he throttled him in his sleep, just because he felt like it? After all, he had no conscience. Rudolf said he constantly gulped down sugar and honey. Oh yes, Rudolf had come back, after abandoning his post like an abject coward. Of course, he needed the work. The cook was back as well, and the young thing he had hired to clean. Luckily there was no need for a new guard at the door any more. Grappa’s father had apparently been struck dumb when they’d brought him his son’s body, like one of the animals that he dismembered into tasty joints of meat every day. What had he expected? That the job of a bodyguard was as free of danger as being a butcher? And had his son not deserved death? He had let Dustfinger escape! After all the hard work it had taken to lure him here . . .

Orpheus went and looked out of the window, anxiously studying every man down in the square. Stop it, Orpheus! He was behaving as if he and the Prince had swapped roles! But he was still the avenger.

Where had the Black Prince made off to with Dustfinger, grey and half dead? That memory still made Orpheus shudder. Maybe he should be glad that he was gone! The fireless Fire-Dancer . . . If you thought about it, this revenge was really much more terrible than the one he had planned.

Orpheus walked over to the glass man. With great care he was just writing an O at the end of another letter, addressed to a guard at the north gate who was foolish enough to trade in illegal fairy dust. The letter would encourage him to look the other way whenever the doppelganger took a girl to the Shadow Reader. It was far too complicated to smuggle them out of the town, bound and gagged underneath a stack of hay, as Rinaldi had done before.

‘My hands hurt, master!’ the glass man whined. His limbs really were as blue as forget-me-nots. ‘May I take a short break?’

‘No!’ Orpheus barked. ‘You are constantly taking breaks! Didn’t I just catch you in front of the book again?’

‘The pictures are very good,’ the imp chirped. ‘It’s almost as if they’re all alive.’

‘Well, they won’t be much longer,’ Orpheus retorted. ‘Ashes is what they are, nothing but ashes. Because they were careless enough to make an enemy of me. So let that be a lesson to you. Keep writing, or you will fly into the wall like your predecessor.’

It was probably a good idea to smash them after a week and replace them with a new one. They learnt too much from the letters. Yes, that’s what he would do in the future. There were more than enough glass men in Grunico looking for work. You could even buy them by the dozen at the market, if you were willing to venture into one of the less respectable quarters.

The glass man was still staring at him in shock, as if he expected him to apologize for his threat. Ha! The imp better think again.

‘Write!’ Orpheus snapped at him. ‘Or do you think I’m jesting?’

The glass man hastily dipped the quill into the ink. But after just two words he stopped again and stared at the door. There was a knock so timid it could only be Rudolf – he was even more afraid of the doppelganger than Orpheus himself. A mouse would knock harder.

The doppelganger opened the door. He listened to what Rudolf mumbled, then slammed it shut in his face, as though Rudolf was his servant, and this was his writing chamber. Well, in a certain sense, that was probably true. His doppelganger didn’t wear glasses – his eyes apparently didn’t need such aids. But apart from that – yes, Orpheus had to admit it – apart from that, he really did look terribly like him.

‘There is a boy at the door. He claims to be the Fire-Dancer’s stepson. He wants to speak to us.’

The voice that came out of that grey mouth did sound exactly like Orpheus’s voice. And he insisted on using us. He had simply stared at Orpheus, nonplussed, when he’d explained that they were not in fact the same person. Did he seriously believe that he was him? Would he soon sit down at his desk and give Rudolf instructions?

‘His stepson?’ Orpheus straightened his glasses. It was a good thing there was at least this difference between them. Dustfinger had a stepson? How could he have not known that? The doppelganger studied him with the Shadow Reader’s eyes. Orpheus was fairly certain he could read his thoughts. His thoughts, his feelings . . . Which meant that he also knew how much he feared him. Orpheus is afraid of Orpheus . . .

‘Take him to the reception room.’

The doppelganger nodded. When he reached the door, he turned. ‘The boy is smart,’ he said. ‘We should be careful.’

Then he walked away with unhurried steps.

He presumed to give him advice? How dare you! Orpheus wanted to yell after him. You are nothing but a copy. I am the original! On the other hand – maybe the warning was justified? After all, his doppelganger also had his mind.

The young man waiting for him in the reception room seemed vaguely familiar to Orpheus, but why? Dustfinger’s stepson – that meant he was Roxane’s son. He did resemble his mother; how had he missed that? And, of course! He was the young smith who’d been so sure of himself. He had been here to spy on him! Orpheus signalled to the doppelganger to stand behind the boy.

‘So, thanks to you, the Black Prince knew where to find Dustfinger. I did wonder. What do you want? I don’t forgive people who play me for a fool. You have only one chance of leaving this house unscathed: tell me where your stepfather is. Or should I set my new guard on you?’

His visitor turned around and studied the doppelganger so hard he frowned in irritation. ‘It must be strange to suddenly be two,’ Jehan said. He turned back to Orpheus. ‘I will show you where my stepfather is if you give me the book.’

Ah, that was interesting.

‘Give me the book and tell me how to break the spell. Then I will take you to his hiding place. The Black Prince is dead.’ His face did not betray any emotion as he said this. ‘Battista and Lilia as well. They went to fight the Shadow Reader. I told them it would be their end. The only reason Dustfinger is still alive is because he was too weak to go with them.’

Well, that was good news! The Black Prince was dead. And that dirty puppeteer who had made him wriggle on strings – dead as well. There was such a thing as justice after all! But Orpheus hid his delight behind a frown as best he could.

‘Your stepfather is nothing but a shadow. When I think of it, why would I want him back?’

The boy smiled. It was a bitter smile. ‘Oh, he is doing much better. The fire helped him. It never abandons him. But he is still quite weak, and that one’ – he pointed at the doppelganger – ‘doesn’t look as if he’s afraid of a bit of fire.’

Dustfinger was doing better? Orpheus felt a strange warmth in his heart. Would he ever be rid of his love for him? Would he perhaps have to kill him, after all, just to free his stupid heart of the childish reverence it still felt for the hero of his youth?

‘All right,’ he said. ‘The book is yours as soon as he is back in my cellar. Take us to his hiding place.’ Heavens, was he now saying us as well? The doppelganger gave him a knowing smile.

But the boy shook his head. ‘First the book.’

The doppelganger threw Orpheus a warning glance. Did he think he was stupid?

‘You will get it when your stepfather is my prisoner once more. That is my last word on the subject.’

He didn’t like that. Devious little lowlife. But of course he accepted the terms. Orpheus decided he’d have the doppelganger kill him as soon as he led them to Dustfinger. One did not make a fool of Orpheus and go unpunished.
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Ready



It’s too bad if a heart lacks fire, and is deprived of the light of a heart ablaze.

Omar Khayyam

Dustfinger could feel the fire almost as strongly as before, rushing through him. How he had missed that crackling voice! Would Jehan return with Orpheus? All of them both hoped and feared that he would. Nyame had asked Ayesha to hide in the room where she and Hyvin had slept as children. She was still very weak, and he hoped no one would discover her up there, even if the confrontation with Orpheus and his doppelganger went badly. Hyvin had insisted she would keep watch out in the alley. Nyame hid with Battista in a room by the hallway so they could cut off Orpheus’s escape.

Tenfold as strong. Twentyfold as evil. They all harboured the hope that the death of the Shadow Reader had also weakened Orpheus’s new guard, but this was no more than a hope.

Dustfinger began to whisper the fire to sleep. Orpheus was not meant to know that it was starting to listen to him again. The flaming flowers in the fireplace had not formed at his beck and call. A smile of Lilia’s had probably made them blossom. Dustfinger didn’t know what to call the things she did. Magic? He liked that word as little as Nyame did. Lilia simply seemed to awaken a joy in everything, even things that seemed lifeless. Joy, or life itself – whatever one wanted to call it.

She was waiting for Orpheus in the courtyard. Dustfinger suspected he knew why, but he was sure Lilia would surprise him anyway. He could see her through the window. She still did not seem to have fully returned from the house of the Shadow Reader, but Nyame had tried in vain to convince her to hide upstairs with Ayesha.

‘Will you be hiding?’ she had replied. ‘Far from it. Once again you will play a more dangerous part than any of us. So let me play my part.’

Her part . . .

She was the one who was responsible for their safe return, Nyame had insisted, but Lilia had objected. ‘That’s not really true,’ she’d said with a smile. It worried them all that they knew almost nothing about the doppelganger protecting Orpheus. But Orpheus did not know anything about Lilia. That was a comforting thought. Sometimes stories turned out to have different heroes to those you were expecting.

Dustfinger took one last look around the room in which friendship and fire had freed him from the Shadow Reader’s grey. There were still some telltale sooty footprints on the tiled floor. He wiped them away. The marten had hidden a while ago. He read Dustfinger’s heart just like the fire. Lilia’s flowers had flickered and died down, like the embers in the fireplace, but it would be easy to wake them again. It was much more difficult to keep the hope alive that he would one day see Roxane, Brianna, Farid and all the others again. Nyame had avoided answering when Dustfinger had asked whether the Shadow Reader had revealed a way of turning the pictures back into people. So the answer must have been no, and at this point he found mostly hatred in his heart, not hope. Nyame had, of course, sensed this.

‘Don’t give in to it!’ he’d whispered before he went to hide with Battista. ‘You know what happens when the fire answers your hatred. Not even you will be able to call it back.’

Nyame would never forget how deadly the flames could be, and sometimes he had to remind Dustfinger of their bite. Especially on a day like this, when he felt his loathing for Orpheus in every cell of his body. I hate you more, Fire-Dancer, he thought he could hear Orpheus say.

Dustfinger stretched out on the camp bed in front of the fireplace so that Orpheus would think he was still weak. Then he listened for Hyvin’s knock. What if Jehan came back alone? What if Orpheus had discovered that the Shadow Reader was dead, and that Jehan’s story was a lie?

He heard footsteps in the alley outside, but they faded away again. The waiting was always the worst – waiting for a danger that you knew would come.

And then, finally, he heard it. Hyvin’s knock.

The door closed behind her when she crept back into the house and scurried up the stairs to where Ayesha was hiding. How much fear could one heart stand? Hyvin’s sister must have felt so much – enough for a hundred lifetimes. And yet when she sang, it was impossible to doubt that love and light were always stronger. It had been the same with Roxane.

Dustfinger, breathe. He stretched out his hand and held it above the embers. But he pulled it back, afraid that the fire would taste his hatred.
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Twentyfold as Evil



Ask the young. They know everything.

Joseph Joubert

They had been worried that Orpheus would send only the doppelganger to recapture Dustfinger. But that worry was unfounded.

They both appeared between the pillars where Hyvin and Ayesha had carved their names when they were children. The doppelganger really was a perfect likeness of Orpheus: the same round, childlike face, now aged by a thinning beard; the snub nose; the thin, whitish-blond hair . . . But his skin was almost as grey as Balbulus’s painting of Roxane, and his eyes did not need glasses. They betrayed everything that was broken inside Orpheus: the anger he usually hid, his vengefulness, and his insatiable desire to play a defining role in this world.

‘So this is where you’ve been hiding. Could your noble friends not find more comfortable quarters for you?’ he sneered, looking at the patchy plaster on the walls. ‘You must admit, it wasn’t that much worse in my cellar.’

Dustfinger pretended that it required great effort to sit up.

‘Ah, you can still feel her grey, can’t you? Do you know what the Shadow Reader told me? The grey will devour them all – your wife, your daughter, the little Firedevil, the Inkweaver and the Bluejay. One day not even the pictures of them will remain. So you can count yourself lucky that the glass man was so incompetent he didn’t manage to paint you into the book.’

Was this what Nyame hadn’t dared tell him? Dustfinger had sensed that his best friend was keeping something from him. So he was not the only one who occasionally kept a difficult truth to himself.

One day not even the pictures of them will remain.

It was so hard not to just call the fire and relish the sight of Orpheus being burnt to a crisp. But he still had the book. The book that would kill them all.

Orpheus stepped towards him with a triumphant smile, while his doppelganger watched Dustfinger like a cat lying in wait for a particularly tasty-looking lizard.

‘I heard you were getting better. I must say, it doesn’t look like it. You are still a shadow of yourself.’ His voice was drunk with the power he had bought from the Shadow Reader. It was so resonant and gentle, as if the speaker were full of benevolence. ‘You’ll never guess who led me here. Your stepson is really holding a grudge over how our quarrel cost him his mother and sister.’

The doppelganger’s mouth twisted into a sneer. But his face also gave away what Orpheus tried to hide behind his words: the adoration he still felt for Dustfinger, and the loathing born from it.

‘Today a new story begins, Fire-Dancer,’ the doppelganger purred. ‘From now on you will play the part that we write for you.’

Orpheus threw him a warning glance, but the doppelganger ignored him. ‘Who cares that the words no longer obey us?’ he went on. ‘The Shadow Reader’s quill will write you a part that—’

‘Be quiet!’ Orpheus interrupted him harshly. ‘Not another word!’ His face was red with embarrassment. ‘Take him. What are you waiting for?’

The doppelganger frowned, but then he came and grabbed Dustfinger by the arm. How had Lilia described him to Nyame? His mirror image – inviolable and without fear or conscience, as strong as a dozen men.

‘You’d better come of your own free will,’ he said to Dustfinger. ‘All your friends are gone, and not even the fire stands with you any more.’

His grasp was so tight Dustfinger could feel his arm go numb. As strong as a dozen men.

‘Imagine, your stepson demanded the book in exchange for his betrayal,’ Orpheus purred. ‘He’s probably standing out in the alleyway waiting for it. But of course I was never going to give it to him.’

Orpheus’s laugh rang from the doppelganger’s lips like an echo.

‘You can hate a stepfather with so much less inhibition.’ Orpheus winked at Dustfinger. ‘When I was a child, I often told myself that my horrible father was only my stepfather.’

For a moment Dustfinger thought he saw Jehan standing behind Orpheus, in the corridor leading to the front door. He hoped he would not do anything rash. They had all agreed that there was only one of them who might have a chance to kill the doppelganger.

‘It was such good news that the Shadow Reader killed the Black Prince,’ Orpheus said, as he followed Dustfinger and his doppelganger. ‘It always annoyed me that Fenoglio wrote him as your best friend. This story is so much better without him.’

‘The Black Prince is the heart of the story. It is nothing without him.’ Dustfinger’s retort made Orpheus’s face turn red with rage.

And Nyame stepped out from his hiding place, as if he had been waiting for his queue. The doppelganger’s iron grip loosened as Nyame plunged his sword into his chest. He used such force that the blade ran him right through. He swayed, and, for a fleeting moment, they all hoped that Jehan’s sword and Nyame’s strength could defeat the Shadow Reader’s creature. But the doppelganger collected himself quickly.

He grabbed Nyame by the throat, even though the sword was still lodged in his chest, and hurled him against one of the pillars so hard that he fell to the floor unconscious. Then the doppelganger began kicking him, again and again, as if he didn’t want to leave a single bone in his body unbroken. Battista and Dustfinger both tried to pull him away from Nyame, but he pushed them back with such brute force that Battista fell to the floor, stunned. The shove winded Dustfinger, and as he tried to stumble to his feet the doppelganger aimed one more kick at Nyame; with all the hatred Orpheus felt for the Black Prince, he broke his outstretched leg.

Dustfinger cried out with loathing and despair, but, before he could come to Nyame’s aid, someone grabbed his hair roughly from behind and he felt a knife at his throat.

‘Look at that. So your stepson lies for you!’ Orpheus hissed in his ear. ‘The Shadow Reader didn’t kill the Prince. No matter. Now you can watch him die.’

Dustfinger tried to push him away, but the knife cut into his skin.

‘You think I would never kill you, don’t you?’ Orpheus laughed. ‘You are wrong, Fire-Dancer. Doing business with the Shadow Reader has taught me a lot about myself.’

The doppelganger took a few steps towards Battista, but Dustfinger had not been mistaken when he’d seen Jehan in the corridor. He attacked the doppelganger, who landed a terrible punch, but Jehan dodged the next one. He picked up the sword that he’d dropped and, before the doppelganger could grab him, he severed his right hand.

‘That was our writing hand!’ the doppelganger roared. ‘You will pay for that.’ He pointed at Jehan. ‘I want a gold hand, and you will make it for me. Just like the one Balbulus had.’

Jehan stared, aghast, at the stump at the end of the doppelganger’s arm. Grey wasps swarmed out of it. Some of them pursued Jehan as he fled. The rest attacked Battista, and only left him alone once he collapsed next to Nyame’s motionless body. Then the wasps gathered on the doppelganger’s bleeding arm and industriously began building him a new hand.

Dustfinger tried to break free once more.

‘Don’t you dare!’ Orpheus hissed. ‘I am very tempted to just cut your throat. Perhaps I should have done that a long time ago.’

Instead, he dropped the knife with a cry of pain. The marten had jumped on to his neck and sunk his fiery teeth deep into his hand. Orpheus stumbled backwards. His doppelganger stared at Dustfinger, his face contorted with rage, but then he noticed Jehan, who was outside in the courtyard, waving to him through a window. The doppelganger sneered.

‘Get him!’ Orpheus cried, backing away from the snarling marten. Dustfinger was standing in front of the fireplace. It still does not listen to you like it once did, the voice in his head whispered. What if it feels your hatred? But he had to try.

Out in the courtyard, Lilia had gone to Jehan’s side. She was still pale with exhaustion. Hurry, Dustfinger!

The marten had scurried over to Nyame and curled up on his chest protectively.

Now. Dustfinger spoke the words so quietly that the buzzing of the wasps swarming towards the marten drowned out his whisper. The fire heard it anyway. The flames licked out of the embers. Orpheus screamed for the doppelganger as they grew. Oh yes, they felt the hatred that filled Dustfinger. One day not even the pictures of them will remain. The fire reached for Orpheus with burning arms, and Dustfinger did not want to call it back, even though he remembered Nyame’s warning. Dead – he wanted to see Orpheus dead, him and his twin. He could not think any more. He didn’t want to think any more. But Orpheus still could.

‘Call them back!’ he screamed, and pulled a small book out from under his cloak. ‘Or do you want to test which burns faster – this book or me?’

In the courtyard, the doppelganger was walking towards Jehan and Lilia. Dustfinger’s flames flickered out, and with them his hope that it would not be Orpheus who would write the end to this story.

‘It’s really no surprise that books continue to be your downfall,’ Orpheus sneered. ‘Your fire is no good to you at all – the stupid things just burn too easily.’

A scream sounded from the courtyard.

Orpheus recognized the voice. It was his own. He lowered the book and peered outside. The roots of the fig tree were pushing up between the paving stones of the courtyard, feeling for the legs of the doppelganger. They did it almost gently, but no matter how much he pulled and kicked at them, they soon had trapped him in a pale web that pulled him to the ground like a piece of fruit plucked by the tree.

Lilia had her hand pressed against its bark and was looking at Orpheus through the window. It was a gaze that knew no fear, no anger – only a strength that was born of silence. Jehan stood by her side, his forehead swollen from wasp stings.

‘Wh-who is that girl?’ Orpheus stammered. ‘The Shadow Reader sent her to you, didn’t she? What did you pay her?’

Dustfinger did not answer him. He knelt down beside Nyame and Battista. The wasps attacked him, but the marten bit them away. Nyame’s leg was definitely shattered. Dustfinger couldn’t find any other injuries, but the face that he loved so much was as grey as if the doppelganger had infected Nyame with the Shadow Reader’s spell. Battista moaned when Dustfinger touched him, but the mask he wore had protected his face and he was already beginning to stir.

‘Look at your prince now, crushed and broken. Not even the young Shadow Reader out there will save him.’ Orpheus stood at a safe distance from the fire and the marten. The loathing on his face was now as clear as on the face of his doppelganger.

Dustfinger stood up. His heart was so raw that he was surprised it still beat so strongly. ‘The old Shadow Reader is dead. The girl out there killed her.’

He stepped towards Orpheus and stretched out his hand. ‘Give me the book.’

Orpheus hid it behind his back and took a few hasty steps backwards.

‘What is he paying you?’ he called to Lilia, who walked into the room with Jehan at her side. ‘I will pay you double.’

Lilia didn’t even look at him. She knelt next to Nyame.

But Jehan took a threatening step towards Orpheus. ‘Give me the book or I will take it from you.’

‘There – you can have it, you little liar!’ Orpheus threw it at his feet. ‘But I think you will be disappointed.’

Jehan picked up the book and flipped through the pages. It contained nothing but words, no pictures.

‘Do you think I’m stupid enough to carry it around with me? Unfortunately my bodyguards keep turning out to be useless.’ Orpheus threw a glance into the courtyard, where the doppelganger was so smothered in roots he resembled a cocooned caterpillar.

‘Useless!’ Orpheus spat. ‘Just as useless as the butcher’s son. I should get something truly terrifying – a monster to tear off all your heads.’

He laughed, as if he had made a really good joke.

Lilia got back to her feet. ‘You really do have a remarkable amount of malice in you, Orpheus Gemelli. And the worst part is, you like it.’

She went over to one of the pillars supporting the ceiling and traced the stone vine that adorned it with her fingers. ‘Do you know what Dustfinger’s fire told me about you? That Orpheus is not even your real name, and that you don’t belong in this world at all. It said that stolen words brought you here, and that you cause nothing but misfortune.’

The vine unwound itself from the pillar and grew leaves and flowers as it snaked through the air towards Orpheus. He stumbled back and raised his hands defensively, but the vine twined around his arms and wrapped itself around his shoulders like a snake. Then, although he struggled fiercely, it pulled him back towards the pillar from which it had sprung. With a quiet rustle it wound round and round Orpheus’s body, until he was bound to it, completely helpless.

‘Will you tell Jehan where the book is now?’ Lilia asked, while Orpheus showered her with extremely unflattering names. ‘He can also find it without your help, but then what reason would they have to let you go?’

Orpheus spat a leaf into her face. ‘Beaten by a flower girl! How you have fallen, Orpheus!’ he hissed. His glasses were askew, and his rage made the lenses fog up. ‘Very well! Go and get the damn book, and just let me go! It’s in my writing chamber. You will find it without difficulty. I mocked and cursed them every day, your noble friends. Everybody got their fair share. You will see – the grey is spreading, and soon you’ll barely be able to recognize their faces. They are the living dead, and one day, not so far away, they’ll not even be that any more.’

Jehan wanted to launch himself at Orpheus once again, but Dustfinger held him back.

‘Let Ayesha and Hyvin know that the danger is over. Ayesha has been afraid long enough, and Hyvin may be able to do something for Nyame’s broken leg. Do you want to go and get the book, or should I?’

‘I will get it.’

Nyame opened his eyes when Jehan returned with the girls.

‘Everything will be all right,’ Dustfinger whispered, even though he wasn’t sure what made him say it.

Hyvin examined Nyame’s leg with a worried look on her face, while Ayesha stood there staring at Orpheus, who was cursing into the leaves that swamped him. Lilia had rested her back against one of the pillars and closed her eyes in exhaustion. She shivered as if she were cold. It was hard finding life and light in the stone.

Dustfinger called the fire so that it could surround her with warming flowers, and the marten lay down by her feet.
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Won and Lost



Colour is the touch of the eye, music to the deaf, a word out of the darkness.

Orhan Pamuk, My Name Is Red

Hyvin managed to alleviate the effects of the wasp stings and she put Nyame’s broken leg into a splint. She was not able to banish the grey, despite all her experience in the infirmary. But Dustfinger hoped that the flames would help once more. Lilia awakened the stone vines again, and the fire gave them burning leaves that stretched like a roof between them. Below them, they prepared a camp bed for Nyame, and Ayesha sat with him while Hyvin went to the infirmary to get something to relieve the pain. Everything will be all right. When? Why did one forget the good times so easily and the hard ones never?

Orpheus did not tire of demanding his release with a continuous barrage of outraged cursing, until Dustfinger had finally had enough.

‘My best friend is half dead because of you,’ he said quietly through the leaves. ‘So it is quite foolhardy to constantly remind me of your presence with your whining.’

‘Oh yes? And whose fault is it that it all had to come to this?’ Orpheus spat back. ‘Have you ever thanked me for bringing you back? Did you write my name into the sky with fire, as was my due?’

‘Your due – for what?’ Dustfinger retorted. ‘I paid you for your services back then, and what did you do after you read me back? You tried to kill Farid. You joined forces with Mortola and Basta and almost brought about Mortimer’s death. One could make a hundred doppelgangers from the evil that lives inside you!’

He had to turn his back on Orpheus to stop himself from punching him. When he walked away, he saw that Lilia had been listening.

‘And all that happened in a different world?’ she asked. She didn’t seem to find it difficult to imagine that there was more than just this world. ‘Is it very different from this one?’ She pointed at Orpheus. ‘Are all of its inhabitants like him?’

Dustfinger had to smile. ‘No. But it is different there. Very different.’ He was surprised that he was talking to Lilia about this without hesitation, whereas he hadn’t told anyone about it for so long, not even his best friends. She looked at him pensively, and for a few moments it seemed to Dustfinger as though they were travelling together through Orpheus’s world and his memories. Did Lilia see Capricorn’s village and Elinor’s house? Did she see the Shadow that Mortimer had summoned, and Basta’s knife? Did she sense his own aching heart, and the homesickness that had almost cost him his sanity?

Yes, her eyes seemed to say. I have seen all of it. But then she smiled.

‘I think one world is enough for me,’ she said. ‘And there are so many different worlds in this one.’

Nevertheless, Dustfinger saw curiosity in her eyes, as if she were asking herself how she would change in a different world.

‘I only saw humans there,’ she said. ‘No glass people, no grass fairies or fire-elves. And the forests . . . they are so young. Do the trees not grow old there?’

Dustfinger didn’t have a chance to respond. Ayesha, standing by one of the windows, was pointing down at the courtyard with a shocked expression on her face. Wasps were swarming out of the cocoon of roots surrounding the doppelganger. More and more of them emerged. They were grey and shaped themselves into the figure of a man.

Dustfinger ran out into the courtyard. Lilia and Ayesha followed. But when they stepped outside, the man-shaped swarm had already soared up high into the sky above them and soon disappeared behind the surrounding roofs. The cocoon of roots was still wrapped around the body of the doppelganger, but the grey skin was full of holes where the wasps had burst from it. Lilia shook her head, as if to shake off feeling angry with herself.

‘Careless, Lilia!’ she exclaimed. ‘You believe too quickly that everything is well! What if he now takes human form again somewhere else?’

Dustfinger disliked as much as she did the thought that something of the doppelganger had survived, but he smiled at how hard she was on herself.

‘Without you, all of us would be lying here with broken bones like Nyame,’ he said. ‘You should be feeling proud, not reprimanding yourself.’

Ayesha nodded in agreement. ‘Without you, I would still be in the Shadow Reader’s nest,’ she said. ‘At least, that’s what the Prince told me.’

Lilia blushed when she hugged her fiercely, but Dustfinger saw how much Ayesha’s words soothed her. It was so easy to forget Lilia’s youth, and that she was only just finding out who and what she was.

Jehan came back an hour later. A spindly blue glass man was sitting on his shoulder, and the small book that Jehan pulled out of his rucksack was bound in grey leather.

‘This is Aquamarine,’ he said. The glass man gave them a shy nod. ‘It seems Orpheus smashed Ironstone. I found a few grey splinters underneath his desk.’

The glass man with whom it had all begun . . . Dustfinger caught himself wishing that the doppelganger’s end had been as final as Ironstone’s. Orpheus, of course, began to demand his freedom with fresh vigour as soon as he saw that Jehan had found the book. He swore at the blue glass man when Jehan pulled out from his rucksack a bundle of letters that Aquamarine had written on Orpheus’s orders. But he became very quiet when Jehan set a grey, delicately spotted quill on top of the letters.

‘Explain to them what this quill can do,’ Jehan prompted the glass man.

Aquamarine cleared his throat and threw a scared glance at his former master. ‘He writes the names of important people with it.’ His voice resembled that of a small bird. ‘It reveals their darkest secrets to him. Then he sends them a letter telling them what they must pay for his silence.’

‘I will throw you out of the window!’ Orpheus roared. ‘Better yet, I will feed you to the stray dogs . . .’

‘So that is how you became rich again,’ Dustfinger said, silencing him. ‘Blackmail.’

‘So what? The quill simply writes the truth.’ The fiery canopy under which Nyame slept tinted Orpheus’s glasses red. ‘Just let me go! You have the book. What else do you want?’

‘The pictures are still grey!’ Jehan snapped at him. ‘The Shadow Reader’s death has changed nothing, and you are dead if we don’t soon find a way to get them out of there! I swear by my sister and my mother.’

That silenced Orpheus for a while, and he stared nervously at the book as Jehan sat down in a quiet corner with it and stared at his sister’s image. When would it begin to fade? Orpheus was surely aware that his days were up if this really happened.

‘Why don’t we just hand him over to those he has blackmailed?’ Battista had already recovered enough that he had started carving a puppet of Lilia. ‘I’m sure they would give us a key to the city for that.’

‘Not a bad idea. But I doubt that a single one of them would admit to having received a letter.’ The grey had vanished from Nyame’s face, but he was still in a lot of pain. Dustfinger saw it in his eyes, even though he tried to hide it. The doppelganger’s kick had broken his leg in several places. What Hyvin had brought from the infirmary helped, but it would be many weeks before he would be able to ride again – though he didn’t want to accept this.

‘I’ve had broken limbs many times before. I rode anyway,’ he had insisted, but they had all decided they would stay in Grunico until he could ride without pain. There is nothing waiting for us back in Ombra anyway, is there? Dustfinger wanted to add every time he said it.

Jehan rested the book next to Nyame, where its pages would be safe from the bite of the flames. Perhaps their light and warmth would be able to drive the grey out of the parchment after all, just as they had done for Dustfinger and now for Nyame?

They could all see, though, how the grey was eating its way across the pages, erasing Balbulus’s colours the way fire turned to cold ashes.

‘It is not only the grey of the Shadow Reader,’ Lilia said, when Jehan desperately asked her why the flames were not working. ‘It is also Balbulus’s art that has them all trapped. It makes the grey so much stronger.’

Ayesha had knelt down in front of the book and was looking at the pictures one by one. ‘Tell me about them,’ she said. ‘The pictures are so good that I almost believe I can hear them all breathing. But I don’t even know their names.’

‘That’s Elinor.’ Battista pointed at the image Ayesha was looking at. ‘She often visits the camp of the Motley Folk. We all like her very much.’

‘Even my bear,’ Nyame added.

They all began telling stories about Elinor, about Darius, Farid, Meggie and Fenoglio, about Resa and Mortimer, Roxane and Brianna. They painted them with stories, colourful and shimmering, so that Ayesha and Hyvin saw their friends as they really were, without the grey. It felt good to at least bring them back with words. To remember their voices, and their laughter. Jehan sat at Hyvin’s side the whole time. They had all noticed how often the two of them sought each other’s company, and Lilia exchanged a knowing glance with Dustfinger. She held the quill that had made Orpheus rich in her hand.

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you just threw that in the fire?’ Dustfinger whispered, while Battista was describing all the things Farid could summon with the flames.

‘Probably,’ Lilia whispered back, and ran her fingers over the delicate feather. ‘But let me get a better understanding of what this quill really does first. It tells the truth, and that is a rare gift.’
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Once Upon a Time



This book, Inkheart –’ Orpheus stroked the volume – ‘was my favourite when I was a child . . . I kept borrowing it from our run-down library until it was stolen. Unfortunately I hadn’t been brave enough to steal it myself . . .’

Cornelia Funke, Inkspell

No, damn it. All could not be lost! Orpheus once again spat out one of the bitter leaves that kept making their way into his mouth, and searched the dark room, which was only illuminated by the fire, for Dustfinger. He was kneeling by the Black Prince’s side and staring at the book. Good. He could stare at them all until the grey filled his heart with ashes. And the Prince? The doppelganger had injured him badly, and every groan of pain warmed Orpheus’s humiliated heart.

Think, Orpheus! Maybe he could come to an agreement with the young Shadow Reader, for whom trees pushed their roots out of the earth and stone vines sprouted leaves! She was clearly fascinated with the quill that the useless glass man had handed over without the least bit of resistance. And the stepson . . . Well, he had lured him into this trap, but the cunning little scumbag would never convince Orpheus that his anger at his stepfather was only an act. What if he offered him gold – a lot of gold? Maybe he would betray him then.

Orpheus spat. Damn, was that a bug that had just crawled into his mouth? He tried to squeeze his hand through the vines so he could scratch his arm, but the flower girl had tied him up very well with her spell, he had to give her that.

‘I’m thirsty!’ he called. ‘And hungry! What is this? The dungeon of the Castle of Night?’

Dustfinger didn’t even look up. They all ignored Orpheus. And the deceitful stepson only had eyes for the girl taking care of the Prince. She was a pretty thing. The Shadow Reader would have loved to get her hands on that one. And her limping sister – who would have thought that anyone would see her alive again? They usually didn’t survive long, as the Shadow Reader’s pupil had often told him, not without pride. Her mistress couldn’t be dead, could she? They’d only told him that to unnerve him. True, she had been crazy, but still powerful, despite that.

‘No, I think she really is dead. Even though she still comes to meet me in my dreams. She visits the Prince as well.’ Was the young Shadow Reader listening to his thoughts? Oh well, let her read them. She came over and studied him like a rare beetle. She was holding the quill in her hand.

‘That is my quill.’

‘Oh no, it belongs to a hawk. And it’s tired of telling only evil secrets.’

How Orpheus’s bound arms were itching to grab and choke her!

She just smiled and waved Dustfinger’s stepson over. He surveyed Orpheus as if he would love to cut him into the thinnest of slices.

‘There is a storeroom at the back. Take him there when I remove the vines.’

No. Oh no. Orpheus tried to escape as soon as the vines released him, but the boy was faster. He grabbed him and dragged him out of the room. Orpheus caught Dustfinger following him with his eyes; he looked as if he didn’t expect to see him again.

‘I only had pictures painted of them!’ Orpheus screamed as the boy pulled him into an empty chamber. ‘Since when is that a crime?’

The chamber had a narrow, barred window and there were a few dusty wine bottles and empty boxes in one corner. Would this be the site of his execution? What a shoddy end, Orpheus!

The young Shadow Reader closed the door, and Dustfinger’s stepson stood in front of it. Which one of them would play the executioner? Orpheus almost threw up in fear.

‘I have gold!’ he cried. ‘Mountains of it! I can tell you where it is!’

The girl stepped over to the patchy white wall. She still held the quill in her hand.

‘Did you know that ink is not the only thing this quill has no need of? It also doesn’t require a hand to guide it.’ She ran her fingers over the grey feather. ‘I suppose it’s no surprise really – after all, it could fly once.’

She set the tip of the quill against the wall and let go. Then she took a step back. The Shadow Reader’s feather did not fall to the ground. It began to write.

Orpheus stared at the words appearing on the empty wall with both apprehension and curiosity.

Enrico Scappato was born in Bassano del Grappa in the year 1978. His father owned a shop for thread and fine cloth, and he beat his son every time he caught him secretly reading behind the shop’s counter.

The young Shadow Reader waved the stepson from the room. Orpheus heard her bolt the door from the outside. But the quill wrote more and more words on the empty wall and he couldn’t keep his eyes from reading them.

Enrico’s mother was too afraid of her husband’s flaring temper to protect her son from him. But she understood his longing for the printed word and the stories they told. So she often took him to the town’s library, and made sure that he never ran out of words.

Orpheus didn’t notice when he started to read what the quill wrote out loud. He had forgotten how much he liked reading aloud. And he was surprised by how good it felt to finally tell how it all began. His own story. Even though it was sad. He let the words resonate, just as he had done with Fenoglio’s words a long, long time ago:

One day, Enrico found a book there that he loved more than all the others that had earned him his father’s punches. It told of a man who could breathe fire. When Enrico read about him, he suddenly had a friend, and he forgot about his father’s shop and the loneliness of his life. He borrowed the book again and again, until its words surrounded him like a protective cloak, and he had only one wish: to slip one day into the world of which it told. His wish was fulfilled. But Enrico betrayed the story that he loved, and the man who spoke with the fire. He made it grey and sad, and plundered it until it tired of him and sang him away like a bad dream. Back to where he had found it.

The quill wrote, and Orpheus read. Even though he tried, he could not stop, even when he no longer liked the words he was reading. His body faded and the world outside the barred window became a different one, but Orpheus saw and heard nothing but the words he spoke. Only when he found himself between the shelves of the old library did he understand what Lilia had made the quill do.
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A Familiar Song



If the book and the nightingale tell different tales, listen to the nightingale.

Sufi saying

Nyame was dreaming of the Shadow Reader. She unleashed the doppelganger on him and he crushed the bones in his body, one after the other. He startled awake so abruptly that his leg hurt as if it had been broken all over again, and he was worried that his moaning had woken the others. But Jehan, who had been lying next to him, was gone, and so was Lilia, while the others slept on. Hyvin had nodded off next to Battista, and Dustfinger lay so close to the fireplace that it looked as if the flames had whispered him to sleep there.

Only Ayesha was awake. The grey that streaked her dark hair must be a result of her time with the Shadow Reader – she was too young for grey hair. Ayesha. Hyvin had told them that her sister’s name meant alive. It was a miracle that Ayesha was still alive. The memories she had brought back from the house of the Shadow Reader must be making sleep almost impossible. When she’d asked Nyame what his mother had told them about her grandfather, he’d replied, ‘I only know that he came from far away. That he came from somewhere far south. And that his parents were poor. Sadly I don’t remember more. But she always called him her best friend.’

A hoopoe, a lizard and a mouse . . .

Ayesha knelt before the book. It was opened to Roxane’s page. Dustfinger had spoken to her before he went to sleep. They had all got into the habit of talking to one of the pictures once in a while, in the hope that those portrayed would hear them and know that they had not been forgotten. The words they spoke made them feel that the nine were still part of their story, and that they wouldn’t allow the grey to write a new one for them.

Nyame was just about to ask Ayesha whether she too had been back at the wasp house in her dreams when she began to sing quietly. Nyame knew the melody. Roxane had sung it often. The song had no words, but somehow it spoke of everything that mattered in the world.

The familiar tune woke Dustfinger as well, but Ayesha didn’t notice that the two of them were listening. She was too absorbed in her song. The book before her suddenly did not seem so sinister – it was precious, the keeper of memories, where those they loved would always be protected, and their memory preserved, when they were long gone.

Ayesha let the last notes fade away and smiled self-consciously when she saw that they had been listening. ‘Forgive me. I hope I didn’t wake you?’

Her smile still showed a trace of the shadows that had enveloped her in the house of the Shadow Reader. It was careful, as if it was difficult for her to believe that life once again gave her reasons to smile.

‘The pictures in this book are wonderful,’ she said quietly. ‘The illuminator who painted them must be a great artist. You always find something new, and every detail is so alive. Pictures say more than words, don’t you think? Because they also know of things that have no words. Looking at them is a great help when the Shadow Reader steals herself into my dreams.’

She exchanged a quick glance with Nyame. You know what I’m talking about. Yes, that he did. But he had only been in the Shadow Reader’s nest for a few hours. Ayesha had spent many days and nights there. Ayesha means ‘alive’.

‘The melody you just sang,’ Dustfinger said. ‘How do you know it? I have only ever heard my wife sing it until now.’

Ayesha pointed at the page in the book. ‘Is that her? The song comes to me when I look at her image.’

Dustfinger looked at Ayesha in disbelief. He knelt down next to her and bent low over the picture that Balbulus had painted of his wife. He studied it minutely, as if he were seeing it for the first time.

‘What’s wrong?’ Nyame was afraid of the answer. Had Roxane’s image started to fade further?

Dustfinger pushed aside the stones they used to hold the book open, to the warmth of the fire, and so they could speak to the portraits. He held the book out to Nyame.

Roxane’s dress was pale green and her skin was once again the colour of life.

‘Maybe it was the fire,’ Nyame said. ‘Or all the words.’

Why should love not break dark spells? He would like to believe that. But Dustfinger shook his head. He took the book from his hand and began to turn the pages with shaking fingers. Then he set it down in front of Ayesha once more.

‘This is my daughter, Brianna. Jehan and I have told you about her. Can you sing for her as well?’ His voice was so urgent that it woke up Hyvin and Battista.

Ayesha looked at the picture that Balbulus had painted of Brianna.

‘Grey. She makes everything grey,’ she murmured. ‘So grey. As if the world had never had colours. As if there had never been love or joy.’ She closed her eyes for a moment, as if she had to forget the memories the grey summoned. Then she looked at her sister, silently asking for her help. Hyvin knelt down next to her and took her hand between hers.

Ayesha straightened her shoulders and looked once again at Brianna’s portrait.

‘She makes me hear a different melody,’ she said finally. ‘Beautiful, but sad.’

Nyame had never heard the tune that she started to sing this time, but he could hear Brianna’s heartache in it, and all of her lost love. Brianna’s dress turned as blue as her sadness, and her mouth as red as if she had kissed Cosimo the Fair only a moment before.

Ayesha looked at Nyame and smiled. ‘Look at her beautiful hair . . . as if her father’s fire has been caught in it.’ She touched the image and turned the page to the next grey portrait. It was Farid. ‘I think I should sing for all of them,’ she said. ‘Don’t you?’

They all nodded. Dustfinger sat down next to Nyame, while Battista held up the book so that Hyvin could turn the pages and find the pictures for her sister.

The melody for Farid danced like the fire when he played with it, and turned his clothes red and black – as black as his hair. Ayesha’s song for Mortimer recalled not only the bookbinder but also the Bluejay. And when Ayesha’s voice brought back all his colours, Nyame was tempted to stretch out his hand to find his friend’s warmth, which he had felt by his side through so many dangers, on the page of the book.

Hyvin had turned to the picture of Meggie when Jehan and Lilia joined them. Nyame had noticed that Orpheus was gone, but he did not ask. He did not care where he was. There were only the pictures that Balbulus had painted and the colours that Ayesha’s voice was returning to them, like the sun returning colour to the world in the morning. Jehan’s eyes filled with tears when Hyvin showed him the pictures of his mother and sister.

Nine melodies . . . Ayesha could hear them all in Balbulus’s paintings and, thanks to her voice, his art once again turned into something that preserved, rather than devoured, people.

The song for Meggie sounded like departure and new places; for her mother it was the song of a swift. For Elinor, Ayesha sang with a smile, and Darius’s melody sounded as shy and soft as his voice.

The last image that was still grey was Fenoglio’s, and for a moment Dustfinger looked as if he wished the old man would remain in the book. The Fire-Dancer still feared the Inkweaver. But Nyame heard in Ayesha’s song only the laughter of children in the market square when the Inkweaver told them his fairy tales.

Red, orange, sun yellow, leaf green, sky blue, indigo, crimson . . . The colours banished the grey of the Shadow Reader like a rainbow stretching across the sky after a grey day. And when Ayesha’s voice faded away at last, the binding of the small book was no longer grey but red. Like the love they all felt for those captured by the paintings.

They looked around and saw the same hope in each other’s eyes.

Nyame stayed behind with Ayesha and Hyvin while the others went to search the empty rooms of the house, hoping to find those who at last looked like the living once more. His leg did not allow him to go and search with them, and he was almost glad of it. Hope could be a terrible thing . . . After all, they had all disappeared in a moment; why should they not reappear just as suddenly?

When the others returned one by one, the disappointment on their faces told a different story. They had also looked in the chamber where Jehan and Lilia had locked up Orpheus. It was as empty as the other rooms. Only the quill lay on the ground in front of the wall that it had filled with words. Battista told Nyame that Dustfinger had turned his back on the words so abruptly it was as if he was afraid they could summon him away as well. Nyame decided to explain why to Battista some day.

Pictures and words . . . After these weeks they would never be the same for him. Both seemed to devour people in the same effortless way. Ayesha’s songs without words had sounded like a safe harbour by comparison. Nyame could still hear them in his heart, and he wondered, as he wrapped a comforting arm around Dustfinger’s shoulders, what melody Ayesha would have sung for the two of them. All the light and the shadows in their lives – what would they have sounded like? One day he would ask Ayesha to sing for him.

Lilia let the wind take the feather that had written Orpheus away. ‘I promised it freedom,’ was all she said when Jehan asked her why she didn’t keep it.

Then they all lay down to sleep. The morning was only a few hours away, and the night seemed to be the only place where their vanished friends were alive. The night, and the book.
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Like a Dream



‘Have you thought of an ending?’

‘Yes, several, and all are dark and unpleasant.’

‘Oh, that won’t do! Books ought to have good endings.

How would this do: and they all settled down and lived together happily ever after?’

J.R.R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring

Dustfinger was awakened by a dream about Roxane. She was standing outside beneath the fig tree, picking cobwebs from her hair, grey with dust. Then she dunked her hand into a bowl of clear water. It turned grey as she washed herself. She took the bowl, poured it out and smiled at him.

Dustfinger’s heart was beating so fast that he had to sit up. But when he looked around, he thought he must still be dreaming.

There they all were: no longer mere pictures in a book, but flesh and blood, with warm limbs, peace and quiet on their faces, breathing in the calm rhythm of sleep. Battista lay next to Mortimer, Resa and Dante; Jehan between Elinor, Fenoglio and Darius. Hyvin was sleeping next to Meggie and Doria, as if this were not the first night they were spending together in the house that was guarded by a hoopoe, a lizard and a mouse. And there, close together, slept Roxane and Brianna, with Farid to their left. He had curled up like a young cat, as he always did in his sleep. He lay right next to Ayesha, a smile on his face and a little soot on his fingers.

Lie back down, Dustfinger, he told himself. Keep dreaming. Just keep dreaming for ever.

But then his eyes met Nyame’s, and in them he saw the same fear to believe what he was seeing.

‘We should not wake them.’ Lilia knelt down next to them. ‘They need time,’ she whispered. ‘Dreaming and sleeping will help them to return not too quickly.’ She smiled. ‘Everything has gone well. Don’t you think? What could be better than being called back by a song when you have been lost?’

Dustfinger saw how Mortimer reached for Resa’s hand in his sleep. Dante lay between them like a young bird in a safe nest, and Meggie slept in Doria’s arms. Elinor laughed quietly in some dream. Fenoglio frowned in his, while Darius whispered tender words to someone.

We should not wake them. No, definitely not. Dustfinger looked down at Roxane’s sleeping face, and at Brianna and Farid, and then at the book that still lay open next to Nyame. It had stolen them all from them. But it had also kept them safe between its pages, so that Ayesha’s songs had been able to find them there, unharmed and unchanged. Just like the other book that had preserved his world for him, with everything that he loved about it, until it had taken him in once more.

Perhaps books were not so bad after all.

Dustfinger got up quietly. He stepped over the sleeping bodies and sat down next to Nyame. Dawn was breaking outside. Lilia had gone out into the courtyard to greet it.

‘Is this the beginning of a new story, then?’ Nyame whispered. ‘Now that this one has, I hope, been told to its conclusion?’

‘I think it is still the same one,’ Dustfinger whispered back. ‘In my experience, the story never ends. Only the heroes change. But I prefer to leave that part to others, anyway. Maybe you should try that for a while too.’

Nyame only responded with a smile.
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New Pictures, New Words



Writing is the painting of the voice.

Voltaire

There is a book in the library of Ombra Castle which has been given pride of place by Violante, the ruler of the city. Some of the pictures that it contains are the last works of the Great Balbulus, who is considered one of the best illuminators of all time. But this is not the only reason why Violante has given it a gold stand in the centre of her library.

It is a small book. It still fits comfortably into a human hand, even though the famous bookbinder Mortimer Folchart gave it twenty new pages not so long ago.

The book remembers it well. No one had ever handled it with such care before. And when Mortimer loosened the binding and spread all its pages out on the large table that smelt of glue and freshly cut paper, it forgot all of its initial misgivings. Because it understood that these hands would let it grow, and that it would finally be allowed to do what it had longed to do for so long: tell stories.

Mortimer had given many books new clothing. But this one was like no other for him, because he himself had been lost inside it once. Lost and found again.

He cut the empty pages that he would bind into the book from the finest paper he could find. And then he put four new images between the ones he had carefully removed from the old binding. These were painted by his wife Resa. Mortimer liked them even better than those by the Great Balbulus. They showed the Black Prince; Dustfinger’s stepson, Jehan, with his bride, Hyvin; her sister Ayesha, whom Farid had taken a great liking to; and a young woman with flowers on her forehead: Lilia. Resa had also added two figures to Balbulus’s paintings. She had hesitated at first to commit such sacrilege, but her daughter Meggie had insisted, and so had Dante, Meggie’s little brother. In the image that Balbulus had painted of Resa, Dante now stood next to his mother, holding her hand. While Doria had his arms tightly wrapped around Meggie.

Mortimer had set aside one of Balbulus’s paintings, instead of binding it back into the book. Elinor Loredan later hung it on her wall in one of Jehan’s gold frames. It showed a Moorish merchant, whom Balbulus had tried to pass off as the Black Prince.

Resa had painted Nyame’s portrait with special care. They all owed him so much it was difficult to find the words to express it. Nyame still limped, and Hyvin was not sure whether his leg would ever fully recover. Resa had painted him behind an N, because these days they all called the Black Prince by his given name.

Lilia was painted behind an L that was formed of the vines she had used to bind Orpheus. A fox stood behind her and an owl perched on top of the L.

Ayesha was holding in her hand the very book for which Mortimer was preparing new pages, and Resa had surrounded her with birds that were famous for their beautiful song.

The book loved the new pictures, but it was Mortimer’s daughter, Meggie, who gave it what it had longed for. Her father had included two blank pages for every new image, and once he had given the book back its old binding and a new spine, he asked his daughter to fill those blank pages with words.

‘No, you should write them!’ Meggie had said to Fenoglio.

But the Inkweaver shook his head. ‘Oh no, I make up stories. But this one really happened. Have everybody tell you their part in it, and then put them together into a tale! After all, you are a gifted seamstress. Just imagine that you are sewing all the different patches of cloth and pieces of thread into a large, warm blanket that your readers can wrap around their shoulders. I am sorry that it means you may have to delay your travels with Doria. But these stories should be written down before they are lost from memory.’

‘Yes, so they should,’ Meggie had replied. ‘And, after all, Doria and I have already been on a journey together, even if it was very different from the one we’d planned.’

There is a book in the library of Ombra Castle. It contains the most beautiful pictures, and everything written inside truly happened.










Acknowledgements



The author and publisher would like to thank the following for their permission to use copyrighted material:

Hans Christian Andersen: from The Little Mermaid (1837).

Margaret Atwood: from Moral Disorder (Bloomsbury, 2006), © O.W. Toad 2006, reprinted by permission of Bloomsbury Publishing plc.

W.H. Auden: lines from ‘Funeral Blues’ from Another Time (Faber, 2019), first published by Random House in 1940, © 1940 by The Estate of W.H. Auden, reprinted by permission of Curtis Brown, Ltd. All rights reserved.

James Baldwin: from an interview in Life magazine (May 1963).

L. Frank Baum: from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900).

William Blake: (1757–1827).

Joseph Conrad: from Under Western Eyes (1911).

Charles Dickens: from David Copperfield (1850).

Albrecht Dürer: (1471–1528).

Albert Einstein: (1879–1955).

Robert Frost: lines from ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’ from The Poetry of Robert Frost, edited by Edward Connery Lathem (Jonathan Cape, 1972), © 1916, 1969 by Henry Holt and Company, © 1944 by Robert Frost, reproduced by permission of The Random House Group Ltd, Penguin Random House UK.

Cornelia Funke: from Inkspell (Chicken House, 2005), reprinted by permission of the author and Chicken House Publishing Ltd.

Paul Gaugin: from Paul Gaugin’s Intimate Journals (1918, English translation by Van Wyck Brooks, 1921).

William Goldman: from The Princess Bride (Bloomsbury, 2008), © William Goldman 1973, reprinted by permission of Bloomsbury Publishing plc.

Heinrich Heine: from Thoughts and Ideas of Heine (1914 in English).

Edward Hopper: reported words.

Vyacheslav Ivanov: lines from ‘Winter Sonnets: XI’, English translation from The Silver Age of Russian Culture: An Anthology, edited by Victor Zhirmunsky (Ardis, 1975).

Joseph Joubert: from The Notebooks of Joseph Joubert, translated by Paul Auster (NYRB Classics, 2005).

David Scott Kastan with Stephen Farthing: from On Color (Yale University Press, 2018), © David Scott Kastan and Stephen Farthing 2018, reprinted by permission of Yale University Press.

Omar Khayyam: (1048–1131).

Larissa Lai: from When Fox Is a Thousand (Arsenal Pulp Press, 2004), © Larissa Lai 1995, 2004, reprinted by permission of Arsenal Pulp Press.

Michael de Larrabeiti: from The Borribles Go for Broke (Tor, an imprint of Pan Macmillan, 2014), © Michael de Larrabeiti 1981, 2014, reprinted by permission of Macmillan Publishers International Limited.

Ursula K. Le Guin: from The Language of the Night: Essays on Writing, Science Fiction and Fantasy (Putnam, 1979, new edition, Scribners, 2024), © Ursula K. Le Guin 1979, reprinted by permission of Ginger Clark Literary, LLC.

Fernand Léger: reported words.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: lines from ‘The Day Is Done’ (1844).

Martin Luther: (1483–1546).

Lorenzo de’ Medici: lines from ‘A Song for Bacchus’.

Ellen Meloy: from The Last Cheater’s Waltz: Beauty and Violence in the Desert Southwest (Henry Holt, 1999), © Ellen Meloy 1999, reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc.

Iris Murdoch: from The Green Knight (Chatto & Windus, 1993), © Iris Murdoch 1993, reprinted by permission of Curtis Brown Group Ltd, London on behalf of the Beneficiaries of the Estate of Iris Murdoch.

Orhan Pamuk: from My Name is Red, translated by Erda M Göknar (Faber, 2001), © Orhan Pamuk 2001, translation © Erda M Göknar 2001, reprinted by permission of Faber & Faber Ltd.

Christina Rossetti: lines from ‘Remember’ (1849) from Goblin Market and Other Poems (1862).

Friedrich Schiller: from The Piccolomini, in Wallenstein, translated by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1800).

William Shakespeare: from Macbeth, Act 4, Scene 1.

William Shakespeare: from Antony and Cleopatra, Act 1, Scene 3.

Merlin Sheldrake: from Entangled Life (Bodley Head, 2020), © Merlin Sheldrake 2020, reprinted by permission of David Higham Associates.

John Steinbeck: from The Winter of Our Discontent (Penguin Modern Classics, 2001), © John Steinbeck 1961, copyright renewed Elaine Steinbeck, Thom Steinbeck and John Steinbeck IV, 1989, reprinted by permission of Penguin Books Ltd, Penguin Random House UK.

Robert Louis Stevenson: from Treasure Island (1883).

Robert Louis Stevenson: from Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886).

Sufi saying.

Dylan Thomas: from A Child’s Christmas in Wales (1955).

J.R.R. Tolkien: from ‘The Journey’, Chapter 1 of The Fellowship of the Ring (Allen & Unwin, 1954), Volume 1 of The Lord of the Rings, © The J.R.R. Tolkien Estate Ltd 1954, 1955, 1966, reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

Vincent van Gogh: (1853–1890).

Voltaire: (1694–1778).

T.H. White: from The Once and Future King (Harper Voyager, 2015), © T.H. White 1958, reprinted by permission of David Higham Associates.

Oscar Wilde: from The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890).

Tennessee Williams: from Camino Real (New Directions, 2008), © 1953 by the University of the South, reprinted by permission of Georges Borchardt, Inc on behalf of the University of the South. All rights reserved.

P. Wish: from The Doppelgänger (self-published, 2016).

The Wizard of Oz: from the film script (USA, 1939).

Carlos Ruiz Zafón: from The Shadow of the Wind, translated by Lucia Graves (W&N, 2018), © Carlos Ruiz Zafón 2001, translation © Lucia Graves 2004, reprinted by permission of the publishers, Orion Publishing Group Ltd through PLSClear.

Every effort has been made to trace or contact all copyright holders. The publishers would be pleased to rectify any errors or omissions brought to their notice at the earliest opportunity.








First published in Germany by Dressler Verlag GmbH 2023

Original text © Cornelia Funke 2023

English translation © Cornelia Funke 2024

First published in Great Britain in 2024

This electronic edition published in 2024

Chicken House

2 Palmer Street

Frome, Somerset BA11 1DS

United Kingdom

www.chickenhousebooks.com

Chicken House/Scholastic Ireland, 89E Lagan Road, Dublin Industrial Estate, Glasnevin, Dublin D11 HP5F, Republic of Ireland

Cornelia Funke has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on-screen. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic, mechanical or otherwise, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express prior written permission of the publisher.

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

Produced in the UK by ePub KNOWHOW

Translated by Anna Schmitt Funke

Cover design by Steve Wells

Cover illustration © Karl James Mountford

Inside illustrations © Cornelia Funke

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data available.

HB ISBN 978-1-913696-18-4

PB ISBN 978-1-915947-61-1

eISBN 978-1-915947-59-8




OEBPS/images/c29.jpg





OEBPS/images/c3.jpg





OEBPS/images/c30.jpg





OEBPS/images/c31.jpg





OEBPS/images/c32.jpg





OEBPS/images/c33.jpg





OEBPS/images/c34.jpg





OEBPS/images/c35.jpg





OEBPS/images/c27.jpg





OEBPS/images/c28.jpg





OEBPS/images/c26.jpg





OEBPS/images/c19.jpg





OEBPS/images/c2.jpg





OEBPS/images/c20.jpg





OEBPS/images/c21.jpg





OEBPS/images/c22.jpg





OEBPS/images/c23.jpg





OEBPS/images/c24.jpg





OEBPS/images/c25.jpg





OEBPS/images/p68.jpg





OEBPS/images/p7.jpg





OEBPS/images/p76.jpg





OEBPS/images/p88.jpg





OEBPS/images/p95.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
i RN
.
CoRNELIA FUNKE
Translated from the German by Anna Schmite Funke

STREET, FROME, SOMERSET BAI1 1DS





OEBPS/images/xiii.jpg





OEBPS/images/c18.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DB Coiiin e 4]





OEBPS/images/p58.jpg





OEBPS/images/c16.jpg





OEBPS/images/c17.jpg





OEBPS/images/c49.jpg





OEBPS/images/c5.jpg





OEBPS/images/c50.jpg





OEBPS/images/c51.jpg





OEBPS/images/c6.jpg





OEBPS/images/c7.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		The Story So Far



		1: Shadows of Flame



		2: Different Words



		3: New Paths



		4: An Unpleasant Companion



		5: Too Many Secrets



		6: A Meeting in the Night



		7: One After the Other



		8: Death Has Many Colours



		9: Only a Small Book



		10: Pain and Love Are Red



		11: Like Butterflies



		12: Grey



		13: The Girl with Flowers on Her Forehead



		14: Love Is a Sharp Knife



		15: Promised



		16: The Quill



		17: The Fastest Way



		18: Fur, Feathers, Toad Skin



		19: Venomous Verses



		20: Malice Rewarded



		21: Life Is Hard for a Glass Man



		22: Fire Devours Books



		23: The Sword of a Goldsmith



		24: A New House, an Old Enemy



		25: The Book



		26: The Wrong Story



		27: Brushstrokes



		28: Words to Stone



		29: So Cold



		30: Not According to Plan



		31: A Goldsmith for Orpheus



		32: A Bargain



		33: Fur and Feathers



		34: A Harmless Woman



		35: On Strings



		36: Too Young



		37: Roxane



		38: Betrayal



		39: A Dark Path



		40: Inside the Shadow Reader’s House



		41: Lilia



		42: Two



		43: Together



		44: We



		45: Ready



		46: Twentyfold as Evil



		47: Won and Lost



		48: Once Upon a Time



		49: A Familiar Song



		50: Like a Dream



		51: New Pictures, New Words



		Copyright













		Cover



		Title Page











Page-List





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326











OEBPS/images/c45.jpg





OEBPS/images/c46.jpg





OEBPS/images/c47.jpg





OEBPS/images/c48.jpg





OEBPS/images/c39.jpg





OEBPS/images/c4.jpg





OEBPS/images/c40.jpg





OEBPS/images/c41.jpg





OEBPS/images/c42.jpg





OEBPS/images/c43.jpg





OEBPS/images/c44.jpg





OEBPS/images/s.png





OEBPS/images/c36.jpg





OEBPS/images/c37.jpg





OEBPS/images/c38.jpg












OEBPS/images/p202.jpg






OEBPS/images/p206.jpg





OEBPS/images/p21.jpg





OEBPS/images/p210.jpg





OEBPS/images/p146.jpg





OEBPS/images/p154.jpg





OEBPS/images/p162.jpg
(L

N






OEBPS/images/p174.jpg





OEBPS/images/p190.jpg





OEBPS/images/p193.jpg










OEBPS/images/p104.jpg





OEBPS/images/p117.jpg





OEBPS/images/p123.jpg





OEBPS/images/p127.jpg





OEBPS/images/p135.jpg





OEBPS/images/c8.jpg





OEBPS/images/i.jpg





OEBPS/images/ii.jpg





OEBPS/images/p100.jpg





OEBPS/images/p39.jpg





OEBPS/images/c1.jpg





OEBPS/images/p49.jpg





OEBPS/images/c10.jpg





OEBPS/images/c11.jpg





OEBPS/images/c12.jpg





OEBPS/images/c13.jpg





OEBPS/images/c14.jpg





OEBPS/images/c15.jpg





OEBPS/images/p286.jpg





OEBPS/images/p29.jpg





OEBPS/images/p296.jpg





OEBPS/images/p303.jpg





OEBPS/images/p308.jpg





OEBPS/images/p315.jpg





OEBPS/images/p318.jpg





OEBPS/images/p36.jpg





OEBPS/images/p268.jpg





OEBPS/images/p272.jpg





OEBPS/images/p282.jpg





OEBPS/images/p216.jpg





OEBPS/images/p226.jpg





OEBPS/images/p234.jpg





OEBPS/images/p243.jpg





OEBPS/images/p248.jpg





OEBPS/images/p255.jpg





OEBPS/images/p260.jpg





