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PROLOGUE:

NICKO AND SNORRI
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It is the weekly market on Wizard Way. A girl and a boy have stopped at a pickled herring stall. The boy has fair hair, twisted and braided in the style that sailors will be wearing sometime in the distant future. His green eyes have a serious, almost sad expression, and he is trying to persuade the girl to let him buy her some herring.

The girl, too, has fair hair, but hers is almost white. It is straight and long, held in place with a leather headband, the kind worn by Northern Traders. Her pale blue eyes look at the boy. No, she tells him. I cannot eat it. It will remind me too much of home.

But you love herring, he says.

The stallholder is an elderly woman with pale blue eyes like the girl. She has not sold a single herring all morning and she is determined not to let a chance of a sale go by. If you love herring, you must try this, she tells the girl. This is done the proper way. Its how herring should be pickled. She cuts a piece, sticks a small pointy wooden stick into it and hands it to the girl.

Go on, Snorri, says the boy, almost pleading. Try it. Please.

Snorri smiles. All right, Nicko. For you, I will try it.

It is good? asks the stallholder.

It is good, Old Mother, says Snorri. Very good.

Nicko is thinking. He is thinking that the stallholder speaks like Snorri. She has the same lilting accent and she does not have the Old Speak patterns that he and Snorri have become used to in the few months they have already spent in this Time. Excuse me, he says. Where are you from?

A wistful look comes into the old womans eyes. You would not understand, she tells him.

Nicko persists. But you are not from here, he says. I can tell by the way you speak. You speak like Snorri here. He puts his arm around Snorris shoulders and she blushes.

The old woman shrugs. It is true I am not from here. I am from farther away than you could possibly imagine.

Now Snorri is looking at the old woman too. She begins to speak in her own language, the language of her Time.

The old womans eyes light up at hearing her own tongue spoken as she had spoken it as a child. Yes, she says in reply to Snorris tentative question. I am Ells. Ells Larusdottir.

Snorri speaks again and the old woman replies warily. Yes, I door didhave a sister called Herdis. How do you know? Are you one of those thought-snatchers?

Snorri shakes her head. No, she says, still in her own language. But I am a Spirit-Seer. As was my grandmother Herdis Larusdottir. And my mother, Alfrn, who was not yet born when my great-aunt Ells disappeared through the Glass.

Nicko wonders what Snorri could possibly be saying to make the old woman grip her flimsy stall table with such ferocity that her knuckles go white. Although Snorri has been teaching him her language, she spoke to the old woman much faster than he was used to and the only word he recognized was mother.



And this is how it happens that Great-aunt Ells takes Nicko and Snorri to her tall, thin house in the Castle walls, throws a log into her tiled stove and tells them her story. Many hours later Snorri and Nicko leave Great-aunt Ellss house full of pickled herring and hope. Most precious of all, they have a map showing the way to the House of Foryx, the Place Where All Times Do Meet. That evening Snorri makes two copies of the map and gives one to Marcellus Pye, the Alchemist in whose house they are staying. For the next few weeks their days are full of plans as they prepare for their journey into the unknown.

It is a gray and rainy day when Marcellus Pye stands on the Castle Quay and waves their boat farewell. He wonders if he will ever see them again. He is still wondering.
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NICKOS RELEASE
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Jannit Maarten, boatbuilder, was on her way to the Palace.

Jannit, a lean, spare woman with a long stride and a sailors pigtail, had never in her strangest dreams thought that she would one day be tying up her rowboat at Snake Slipway and heading for the Palace Gates. But, on a chilly gray spring day, here she was, doing just thatand feeling more than a little apprehensive.

Some minutes later Hildegarde, the sub-Wizard on door duty at the Palace, looked up from her night-school assignment titled The Politics, Principles and Practice of Transformation. She saw Jannit hesitantly walking over the wide plank bridge that spanned the ornamental moat and led to the Palace doors. Happy to have a break, Hildegarde jumped to her feet with a smile and said, Good morning, Miss Maarten. How may I help you?

You know my name! said Jannit, amazed.

Hildegarde did not tell Jannit that she made it her business to know everyones name. Instead she said, Of course I do, Miss Maarten. Your boatyard repaired my sisters boat last year. She was very pleased with the work.

Jannit had no idea who this sub-Wizards sister could possibly be, but she could not help wondering what boat it was. Jannit remembered boats. She smiled awkwardly and took off her battered sailors boater, which she had worn especially for her visit to the Palaceit was Jannits equivalent of a party frock and tiara.

Ladies are welcome to keep their hats on, said Hildegarde.

Oh? said Jannit, wondering what that had to do with her. Jannit did not think of herself as a lady.

Is there someone you wish to see? Hildegarde prompted, quite used to tongue-tied visitors.

Jannit twisted her boater around in her hands. Sarah Heap, she said. Please.

I will send a messenger. May I tell her what it is you wish to see her about?

After a long pause Jannit replied. Nicko Heap, she said, staring at her hat.

Ah. Please take a seat for a moment, Miss Maarten. I will find someone to take you to her right away.



Ten minutes later Sarah Heap, thinner than she had been but still in possession of the usual quota of Heap straw-colored curls, was at the small table in her sitting room. She gazed at Jannit with worried green eyes.

Jannit was perched on the edge of a large sofa. Although Jannit felt ill at ease, this was not the reason she was on the edge of her seat. It was because that was the only space left on the sofathe rest was covered with the clutter that always seemed to follow Sarah Heap. With a couple of plant pots digging into her back and a teetering pile of towels settling cozily up against her, Jannit sat up very straight and then almost jumped off the sofa as a soft quacking came from a pile of clothes beside the fire. To Jannits amazement, a pink-skinned, stubble-covered duck wearing a multicolored crocheted waistcoat emerged from the pile, waddled over and sat beside her feet.

Sarah clicked her fingers. Come here, Ethel, she said to the duck. The duck got up and went to Sarah, who picked it up and sat it on her lap. One of Jennas creatures, Sarah said with a smile. She never was one for pets and suddenly she has two. Strange. I dont know where she got them from.

Jannit smiled politely, unsure how to begin telling Sarah what she had to say. There was an awkward silence and at last she said, Um. Wellits a big place you have here.

Oh, yes. Very big, said Sarah.

Wonderful for a large family, said Jannit, immediately wishing she hadnt.

If they want to live with you, said Sarah bitterly. But not if four of them have decided to live in the Forest with a coven of witches and they refuse to come home, even for a visit. And then of course theres Simon. I know hes done wrong, but hes still my first baby. I miss him so much; I would love to have him living here. Its time he settled down. He could do a lot worse than Lucy Gringe, whatever his father says. Theres plenty of room for them all hereand children, too. And then theres my little Septimus. Weve been apart all these years and there he is, stuck at the top of that Wizard Tower with Marcia Fusspot Overstrand, who whenever she sees me has the nerve to ask if I am enjoying seeing so much of Septimus. I suppose she thinks its some kind of joke, since I hardly ever see him now. In fact ever since Nicko

Ah, said Jannit, seizing her chance. Nicko. Thats whatwell, I expect you can guess why Im here.

No, said Sarah, who could but didnt want to even think about it.

Oh. Jannit looked down at her boater and then, very purposefully, put it on top of a pile of something behind her. Sarahs heart sank. She knew what was coming.

Jannit cleared her throat and began. As you know, Nicko has been gone for six months now and as far as I understand, no one knows where he is or whenindeed, ifhe is ever coming back. In factand I am very sorry to say thisI have heard that he will never return.

Sarah caught her breath. No one had dared to say this to her face before.

I am very sorry to have to come here like this, Madam Heap, but

Oh, its Sarah. Please, just call me Sarah.

Sarah. Sarah, I am sorry, but we cannot struggle on without Nicko any longer. The summer season is looming, when even more foolhardy idiots will be putting to sea to try and catch a few herring. Theyll all be wanting their boats ready, plus the fact that the Port barge is in for repair again after this months stormswell, we are facing our busiest time. Im so sorry, but while Nicko is still apprenticed to me, according to the Boatbuilders Association training regulationswhich are an absolute minefield, but I do have to abide by themI cannot engage anyone else. I urgently need a new apprentice, especially as Rupert Gringe is nearing the end of his Articles soon.

Sarah Heap clasped her hands together tightly, and Jannit noticed that her fingernails were bitten down to the quick. Sarah was trembling and did not speak for some seconds. Then, just as Jannit thought she would have to break the silence, Sarah said, He will come back. I dont believe they went back in Timeno one can do that. Jenna and Septimus just thought they did. It was some wicked, wicked spell. I keep asking Marcia to figure it out. She could Find Nicko, I know she could, but shes done nothing. Nothing. Its all a complete nightmare! Sarahs voice rose in despair.

Im so sorry, Jannit murmured. I really am.

Sarah took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Its not your fault, Jannit. You were very good to Nicko. He loved working for you. But of course you must find another apprentice, although I would ask you one thing.

Of course, replied Jannit.

When Nicko returns, will you renew his apprenticeship?

I would be delighted to. Jannit smiled, pleased that Sarah had asked for something she could readily agree to. Even if I have a new apprentice, Nicko would step straight into Ruperts shoes and become my senior apprenticeor journeyman as we call it down at the yard.

Sarah smiled wistfully. That would be wonderful, she said.

And nowthis was the part Jannit had been dreadingI am afraid I must trouble you to sign the Release. Jannit stood up to pull a roll of parchment from her coat pocket, and the pile of towels, suddenly losing their support, fell down and took her place.

Jannit cleared a space on the table and unrolled the long piece of parchment that formed Nickos apprentice Indentures. She secured it top and bottom with whatever came to handa well-thumbed novel called Love on the High Seas and a large bag of biscuits.

Oh. Sarah caught her breath at the sight of Nickos spidery signaturealong with her own and Jannitsat the foot of the parchment.

Hastily, Jannit placed the Releasea small slip of parchmentover the signatures and said, Sarah, as one of the parties who signed the Indentures, I have to ask you to sign the Release. I have a pen if youif you cant find one.

Sarah couldnt find one. She took the pen and ink bottle that Jannit had taken from her other coat pocket, dipped the pen in the ink andfeeling as though she was signing Nickos life awayshe signed the parchment. A tear dripped onto the ink and smudged it; both Jannit and Sarah pretended not to notice.

Jannit signed her own signature next to Sarahs; then she took a needle threaded with thick sail cotton from her bottomless coat pocket and sewed the Release over the original signatures.

Nicko Heap was no longer apprenticed to Jannit Maarten.

Jannit snatched up the hat balanced behind her and fled. It was only when she reached her boat that she realized she had taken Sarahs gardening hat, but she stuffed it on her head regardless and rowed slowly back to her boatyard.



Silas Heap and Maxie the wolfhound found Sarah in her herb garden. Sarah was, for some reason Silas did not understand, wearing a sailors boater. She also had Jennas duck with her. Silas was not keen on the duckthe stubble gave him goose bumps when he looked at it and he thought the crocheted waistcoat was a sign that Sarah was going a little crazy.

Oh, there you are, he said, heading along the neatly tended grass path toward the bed of mint that Sarah was absentmindedly poking at. Ive been looking everywhere for you.

Sarah gave Silas a wan half smile in reply, and as Silas and Maxie plowed through the defenseless patch of mint, she did not venture even a small protest. Silas, like Sarah, looked careworn. His straw-colored Heap curls had recently acquired a gray dusting of salt and pepper, his blue Ordinary Wizard robes hung loosely from him, and his silver Ordinary Wizard belt was pulled in a notch or two more than usual. Accompanied by the heady smell of crushed mint, Silas reached Sarah and launched straight into his prepared speech.

Youre not going to like this, he said, but my mind is made up. Maxie and I are going into the Forest and were not coming out until weve found him.

Sarah picked up the duck and hugged it tightly to her. It let out a strangled quack. You are a pig-headed fool, she said. How many times have I told you that if you would only get Marcia to do something about this horrible Darke Magyk that has trapped Nicko somewhere, then hed be back in a moment. But you wont. You go on and on about the stupid Forest

Silas sighed. I told you, Marcia says its not Darke Magyk. Theres no point asking her over and over again. Sarah glowered so Silas tried another tack. Look, Sarah, I cant just do nothing, its driving me crazy. Its been six months now since Jenna and Septimus came back without Nicko and Im not waiting any longer. You had the same dream as I did. You know it means something.

Sarah remembered the dream she had had a few months after Nicko disappeared. He was walking through a forest deep in snow; it was twilight and in front of him a yellow light shone through the trees. There was a girl beside him, a little taller and older than he was, Sarah thought. The girl had long, white-blond hair and was wrapped in a wolfskin pelt. She pointed to the light ahead. Nicko took the girls hand and together they hurried toward the light. At that moment Silas had started snoring and Sarah had woken up with a jolt. The next morning Silas had excitedly described a dream he had had about Nicko. To Sarahs amazement it was identical to hers.

Since that moment Silas had become convinced that Nicko was in the Forest and he wanted to go search for him. But Sarah had disagreed. The forest in the dream was not, she had told Silas, the Castle Forest. It was different, she was sure of that. Silas, in turn, had also disagreed. He knew the Forest, he saidand he was sure it was the Castle Forest.

In their time together Sarah and Silas did not always agree, but they would quickly resolve their differences, often when Silas brought home a few wildflowers or herbs for Sarah as a peace offering. But this time there was no peace offering. Silas and Sarahs arguments about forests became increasingly bitter and they soon lost sight of the real reason for their unhappiness: Nickos disappearance.

But now Silas had just bumped into the departing Jannit Maarten, who was carrying Nickos ex-Apprentice Indentures. He had made his mind up. He was going into the Forest to find Nicko and no one was going to stop himparticularly Sarah.
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Feed the Magogs, do not touch Sleuth, and dont go nosing around my room. Got that? Simon Heap told his scowling assistant, Merrin Meredith.

Yeah, yeah, sulked Merrin, who was sitting listlessly on the one comfortable chair in the Observatory. His dark, straggly hair hung limply over his face, masking a large pimple in the middle of his forehead that had sprung up overnight.

You got that? asked Simon crossly.

I said yeah, didnt I? mumbled Merrin, swinging his long, gangly legs so that his feet hit the chair with an irritating regularity.

And you better keep the place tidy, Lucy Gringe told him. I dont want to come back to a complete mess.

Merrin jumped up and made a mock bow to Lucy. Yes, Your Ladyship. Can I do anything else for you, Your Ladyship?

Lucy Gringe giggled.

Simon Heap frowned. Come on, Lucy, he said irritably. If you want to get to the Port before nightfall, that is.

Wait a minute, Ive just got to find my

Ive got your bag and your cloak. Come on, Luce. Simon strode across the Observatory, his footsteps sounding hollow on the black slate, and disappeared through the granite arch that led to the stairs. And, Merrindont do anything stupid. Simons voice echoed up the stairs.

Merrin kicked the chair angrily and a cloud of dust and disturbed moths flew out. He was not stupid. He was not, not, not stupid. Merrin had spent the first ten years of his life being called stupid by his old master, DomDaniel, and he had had enough of it. Merrin had been mistakenly known as Septimus Heap for all those years, but however hard he had tried, he had been a poor substitute for the real Septimus. DomDaniel never did realize the mistakeor the reason why his hapless Apprentice never managed to do anything right.

Scowling, Merrin threw himself back into the old armchair. He watched Lucy Gringe, plaits and ribbons flying, rush around, gathering up her last-minute bits and pieces.

At last Lucy was ready. She snatched up the multicolored scarf that she had knitted for Simon during the long winter evenings in the Harbor and Dock Pie Shop and ran after him. As she, too, disappeared under the gloomy granite archway, she gave Merrin a little wave. Merrin lost his scowl and waved back. Lucy always managed to make him smile.

Happy to be away from what she considered to be the creepiest place on earth, Lucy did not give Merrin another thought as he listened to the hollow sound of her boots beginning the long descent to the cold, damp, Wurm-slimed burrow where Simons horse, Thunder, was stabled.

As the sound of Lucys boots faded away into the distance and a heavy silence replaced it, Merrin sprang into action. He seized a long pole and quickly began lowering the black blinds that covered the skylight at the top of the roomit poked up from the rough grass and rocky outcrops at the top of the tall slate cliffs, the only part of the Observatory visible aboveground. As Merrin pulled down blind after blind, the huge room slowly darkened until a dim twilight reigned.

Merrin went over to the Camera Obscuraa large, concave dish that filled the center of the circular roomand gazed at it with a rapt expression. What had been a blank white dish in the early-morning sun streaming through the skylight was now transformed to show a beautifully detailed, colorful scene. Entranced, he watched a line of sheep silently amble along the cliff top above the ravine, the pink clouds of the sunrise drifting slowly behind them.

Merrin reached up, took hold of a long pole hanging down from the center of the skylight, and began to turn it. A protesting squeak started up from a small bonnet at the apex of the skylight, which held the lens that focused the scene onto the dish below. As Merrin slowly turned the bonnet through a full circle, the picture before him changed, showing a silent panorama of the outside world. Merrin took a turn through the whole 360 degrees just for fun and then sought out the spot he wished to watch. He let go of the pole, the squeaking stopped and, pushing his straggly black hair out of his eyes, Merrin leaned forward and stared intently at the scene before him.

The dish showed a long, winding path that snaked down between rocky outcrops. A deep ravine could be seen to its right, and sheer slate cliffs to the left, broken only by an occasional rock fall or cascade of gravel. Patiently Merrin waited until at last he saw Thunder come into view. The horse slowly picked his way along the path, carefully guided by Simon, his black cloak wrapped around him against the early-morning chill. He was muffled in Lucys scarf, the end of which she had also wound around her own neck. Lucy sat behind Simon, swathed in her precious blue cloak, her arms clasped tightly around his waist.

Merrin grinned as he watched the horse travel silently across the dish. He was, he said to himself, seeing them off the premises. As he watched Thunders slow progress, Merrin congratulated himself on having engineered the whole thing. From the moment Lucy Gringe had arrived a couple of weeks agoaccompanied by an immensely irritating rat that Merrin had also seen off the premises with a well-aimed kickMerrin had started planning. His opportunity arose sooner than he had expected. Lucy wanted a ringand not any old ring either. A diamond ring.

Merrin had been surprised at how quickly Simon had agreed to Lucys way of thinking about many thingseven diamond rings. Seizing his chance, Merrin had suggested that he could look after the Observatory while Simon took Lucy to the Port to find a ring. Simon said yes, as he had in mind a visit to Drago Millss warehouse clearance sale, which the rat had talked about at length. It had started the week previously due to the death of the owner of the warehouse, and was apparently full of the most amazing bargains. Lucy Gringe, however, had other ideas. She had already decided on the perfect ring and it was definitely not from Drago Millss warehouse clearance sale.

At last Merrins patience was rewarded by the sight of Thunder carrying his two riders off the edge of the dish. As the horses tail disappeared Merrin let out a loud whoop. At last, at long lastafter spending his whole life being told what to do by someone elsehe was free!
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From its hiding place under his mattress, Merrin pulled out a slim, dog-eared, leather-covered book with the title The Darke Index just visible in faded black letters. He grinned. At last he could read this without having to hide it from nosy-parker Simon Heap and the annoying Lucy. She was even worse than Simon and spent most of her time saying things like: What are you doing, Merrin? and Whats that youre reading, Merrin? Show me. Oh, go on, dont be so sulky, Merrin.

Ever since Merrin had found the book at the back of a dusty cupboard that Simon had made him clean out, he had been fascinated by it. The Darke Index spoke to Merrin in his own language. He understood the spells, the rulesand he particularly liked the section that told him how to break the rules. Here was a book written by someone Merrin could understand.

At night, in his small cell, curtained off from the Observatory (because Jenna had once turned the door into chocolate), he would take a tube of Glo Grubs and read for hours under his covers. Simon had noticed the light and teased him about being afraid of the dark, but for once Merrin did not rise to the provocation. It suited him that Simon asked no more questions about the light that glowed on into the early hours of the morning. If Simon wanted to think that, let him. One day Simon Heap would find out that Merrin was most definitely not afraid of the darkor, more to the pointthe Darke.

Now, Merrin lit all the candles he could findSimon was stingy with candles and only allowed one to be lit at a timeand he placed them all around the huge, circular chamber of the Observatory. The twilight he had caused by pulling down the blinds was replaced by the warm glow of candlelight. Merrin told himself that he was doing this because he needed the light to read, but Simon had also been a little bit right: Merrin did not like the darkparticularly when he was on his own.

Merrin decided to enjoy himself. He raided the tiny kitchen for the last of Lucys pieshe found two steak and kidney, one chicken and mushroom and a squashed apple dumplingthen he poured himself a huge mug of Simons cider. He put it all on the tiny table beside his narrow, lumpy bed and added a few musty chunks of the chocolate door that he had found in a dusty corner under the bed to his pile of food. Then he went and took the thick woolen blanket that Simon kept on his bed. Merrin hated being cold but he usually was, since the Observatory, being cut deep into the slate cliffs, always had a deep chill.

Looking forward to a whole day of doing exactly what he wanted, Merrin wrapped himself up in the blanket and, not even bothering to take his shoes off, he got into bed and started on his stash of food. By midmorning Merrins book had fallen to the floor. He was fast asleep amid a sea of pastry crumbs, furry lumps of chocolate and discarded bits of kidney, because ever since Simon had told him what kidneys actually did, they had made Merrin feel sick.

One by one, the candles in the Observatory burned down but Merrin slept on until the dying splutters of the last candle jolted him awake. He woke in a panic. Night had fallen; it was pitch-dark and he couldnt remember where he was. He jumped out of bed and collided with the doorpost. As he reeled back, Merrin saw the white dish of the Camera Obscura illuminated by a thin shaft of moonlight that had found its way through a gap in the blinds. Panic subsiding, he took out his tinderbox and began lighting new candles. Soon the Observatory glowed with warm candlelight and felt almost cozybut what Merrin had planned was about as far removed from cozy as it was possible to get.

Merrin picked The Darke Index off the floor and opened it to the last page, the title of which was:



Darkening the Destiny of AnOther

or The Ruination of Thine Enemy by Use of the

Two-Faced Ring

A Tried and Tested Formula Used with Great

Success by the Author



Merrin knew that part by heart, but he had read no further because of the next line, which said:



Read no Further until thou art Ready to Do,

Else shall be the worse for You



Merrin gulped. Now he was Ready to Do. His mouth felt dry and he licked his lips. They tasted of old pienot nice. Merrin fetched a glass of water, gulped it down and wondered whether it might be better to put the whole thing off until the next night. But the thought of another bleak day in the Observatory on his own, plus the possibility that Simon and Lucy might return at any time, was not good. He had to do this now. And so, with a scared feeling in the pit of his stomach, Merrin read on:



First You Summon your Servant Thing



Merrins heart thumped; this was scary. Summoning a Thing was something that even Simon had not dared to do. But now that he had started, Merrin dared not stop. Warily, as if he were pulling a particularly vicious spider out of its lair, Merrin drew the Summoning Charm from its pocket at the bottom of the page. The Charma wafer-thin black diamondfelt as cold as ice. As instructed, Merrin held the diamond against his heart and, with the cold of the stone boring deep into his chest, he recited the Summons. Nothing happened. No gust of wind, no disturbance in the air, no fleeting shadowsnothing. The candles burned steadily on and the Observatory felt as empty as ever. Merrin tried again. Nothing.

A horrible feeling crept up on Merrinit was true, he really was stupid. Once again he read the words, saying them slowly. Yet again nothing happened. Over and over Merrin repeated the words, convinced that he must be missing something obvioussomething that anyone else with half a brain would have immediately noticed. But no Thing appeared, no Thing at all. Getting angry now, Merrin shouted the Summonsnothing. Then he whispered it, he pleaded, cajoledand in desperation he yelled it out backward, all to no avail. Exhausted, Merrin sank to the floor in despair. He had tried everything he could think of, and he had failedas usual.

What Merrin did not realize was that his Summonsevery single onehad worked. The Observatory was now actually seething with Things. The problem was he could not see them.

Things were generally not possible to see, which was fortunate, as they were not a pleasant sight. Most Things were some kind of human figure, although not obviously male or female. They were usually tall, thin to the point of being skeletal and extremely decrepit, their clothes no more than a collection of dark rags. They wore miserable, sometimes desperate expressions mixed with underlying malevolence that left sensitive people who were unfortunate enough to meet their gaze feeling desperate for weeks afterward. Merrinalthough he did not know ithad an aunt Edna who fit that description pretty exactly, but even he would have been able to tell the difference between his aunt Edna and a Thingbecause a Thing looked dead.

It was then that Merrin read the second part of the instructions:


Now Address the Thing,

Demand to See.

Remove its Invisibility.



Aaargh! yelled Merrin, suddenly realizing to his horror what had happened. Angrily, he hurled the book at the wall. How was he supposed to know the Things were invisible? Why hadnt the book said so before?

Half an hour later, Merrin had calmed down. Knowing that he had no choice but to continue, he picked up the book, found the crumpled page and began to follow the instructions. He recited the See, closed his eyes and counted to thirteen. Then, with a feeling of dread, he opened his eyesand screamed.

Merrin was surrounded by Things. Twenty-six aggrieved, nose-out-of-joint, why-didnt-he-just-choose-me-arent-I-good-enough-for-him Things were staring at him, their lips moving, mumbling and moaning but making no sound. They towered above him and stared at him so intently that even Merrin, who was not known for his sensitivity, felt a deep gloom rising inside him. It was, he thought, all going horribly wrong. Simon was right; everyone was right; he was stupid. But now he was stuck. He had to continue or else it would, as the book had said, be the worse for him. With a nasty feeling in the pit of his stomach, Merrin read the next instruction:


Now Take with you your Servant Thing

To Find and Fetch the Two-Faced Ring



Merrins heart sank when he read the words: the Two-Faced Ring. He still had nightmares about it.

A few months ago Simon had been grumpily cleaning up the Observatory, complaining loudly about Merrins untidiness. Merrin, meanwhile, had hidden in the larder. He had been surreptitiously eating his way through a secret stash of cold sausages when he had heard Simon scream. Merrin had very nearly chokedSimon usually did not scream. Gasping and coughing, he had staggered out to see a truly terrible sight: a foul collection of rubbery-looking bones glistening with black slime was slowly stalking Simon across the Observatory. Clutching his garbage sack to him as though it were some kind of shield Simon was backing away with a look of utter terror on his face.

Merrin knew at once to whom the bones belongedhis old master, DomDaniel. It was the ring that gave it away. The thick gold and jade Two-Faced Ring that DomDaniel had always worn on his thumb shone out against the black sheen of the bones. This ring, DomDaniel had once told Merrin, is indestructible. He who wears it is indestructible. I wear it, therefore I am indestructible. Remember that, boy! He had laughed and waggled his fat pink thumb in Merrins face.

Merrin had watched the bones corner the terrified Simon. He had listened while, from somewhere deep within the bones, came a Darke hollow chant of destruction aimed directly at Simon. It had made Merrin want to curl up into a little ball, though he didnt know why. Luckily for him, he did not remember the time in the Marram Marshes when DomDaniel had directed the very same chant at him.

As the chant had progressed relentlessly toward its endwhen Simon would be ConsumedMerrin saw Simon Heap change. But not in the way DomDaniel had planned. The fear in Simons eyes was suddenly replaced by a wild anger. Merrin had seen that look before and he knew it meant trouble.

It did.

In one swift actionlike a butterfly hunter after a prize specimenSimon had brought his garbage sack down over the bones, yelling a Darke imprecation of his own. The bones had collapsed and some escaped across the floor, but the chant did not stop. Panicking now, Simon had scrabbled for the stray bones, throwing them into the sack just as he had been throwing the garbage a few minutes earlier. Muffled by the sack, still the Darke chant had continued.

Frantically, Simon had hurled the last bone into the sack. Then, as if his life depended on itwhich it didhe had raced across the Observatory, pulled open the door to the Endless Cupboard, hurled the sack inside and slammed and Barred the door. Then, to Merrins amusement, Simons legs had given way beneath him and he had collapsed onto the floor like a wet rag. Merrin had taken advantage of the moment to finish off the sausages.

But now Merrin was going to have to see those awful bones once more. And, worse, take the ring from them. But even worse, he was going to have to go into the Endless Cupboard to find them, which really scared him. The Endless Cupboard had been built by DomDaniel himself. It was a place to dump Darke things that were no longer wanted and were impossible to DeActivate. The cupboard snaked deep into the rock and, although it wasnt actually endless, it went on for miles.

Merrin swallowed hard. He knew he had to do itthere was no going back now. Trembling, he muttered the UnBar, grasped the innocent-looking brass cupboard doorknob and pulled. The door opened. Merrin reeled. Ice-cold air laced with the foulest smellwet dog and rotting meat with a hint of burned rubberhit him. He retched and spat in disgust.

With a feeling of doom, Merrin peered into the darkness. The cupboard appeared empty, but he knew it wasnt. The Endless Cupboard shifted things about, taking the Darkest deep into the rock. He dreaded to think how far it had taken the bones.

Lifting the candle above his head, Merrin stepped inside. The cupboard snaked deep into the rock like a tendril. As Merrin walked in, the air became cold. After about a dozen steps his candle flame began to gutter in the foul atmosphere, but he pressed on, deeper into the cupboard. Now the flame was growing smaller. It began to glow a dull red, and Merrin became alarmed. If there was not enough air for the flame then surely that meant that there was not enough air for him? Feeling light-headed now, with a high-pitched buzzing in his ears, Merrin took a few more steps and suddenly the candle flame died, leaving for a brief moment the red glow at the end of the wick, and then complete darkness.

Merrins chest felt tight. He opened his mouth wide to try to breathe more air, but nothing was there. He knew he had to get out of the cupboardfast. Gasping, he turned back, only to run straight into an immoveable Thing. In a blind panic, he pushed past the Thing, only to find another in his way, then another. Horrified, Merrin realized that he was trappedthat the long, thin cupboard was stuffed full of Things, and that they were probably still trying to get in, which indeed they were. Outside, an agitated crowd of Things jostled, pushing, scratching and fighting to be the next one inside. A wave of fear engulfed Merrin; then the cupboard floor did something very strange. It rushed up to meet him and hit him on the head.

When Merrin came to he was back in the Observatory, lying on the cold slate floor.

Blearily he looked up, and twenty-six Things stared back. Usually the gaze of twenty-six Things would be enough to send someone into despair forever, but Merrins eyes would not focus. All he saw was a wavy blur surrounding him, like a large, prickly hedge.

Slowly, Merrin became aware of something on the floor beside him. He turned his headwhich hurtand came face to face with a grubby canvas sack. A garbage sack. Inside, like a litter of kittens, something was moving.

Suddenly wide awake, Merrin leaped to his feet, grabbed the sack and upended it. A tangle of soft, slimy bones slid out across the floor, the small fat bone wearing the ring skittering across the floor with a metallic clink. Merrin stared at it blanklywhat was he meant to do now? A bone by his foot twitched. Merrin screamed. Like blind worms, the bones were beginning to move, each one searching for its neighborthey were ReAssembling.

A bony finger poked his ribs and Merrin screamed. DomDaniel was poking him. He was going to dieeeeeee! The Darke Index was thrust in front of his face and Merrin realized with relief that the bony finger belonged to a Thing. Obediently he read the passage that the Things finger was pointing to:


Take the Two-Faced Ring

From the Thumb

Of the One

Who wears It.

Remove the Ring the Other Way:

Your Possession now Holds Sway.



Merrin went over to the small slimy black stick that wore the Two-Faced Ring and looked down at it with revulsion. He steeled himself to pick it up. One, two, threeno, he couldnt do it. Yes, he couldhe had to do it. Onetwothreeeurgh! He had it. The thumb bone was softlike gristle. It was revolting. He was going to be sick.

Some seconds later, with a nasty taste in his mouth, Merrin grasped the Two-Faced Ring, knowing he had to pull it over the base of the bonethe Other way. He pulled. It stuck on the wider part of the bone where the joint had been. Merrin fought off panic. It wouldnt come off. Soon DomDaniel would ReAssemble and hed be cat food. Desperation gave Merrin a kind of courage. He pulled out his pocket knife, put the thumb bone on the floor and sawed the end off the bone. Thick, black liquid oozed from the bone, and the Two-Faced Ring fell free.

Horribly fascinated, Merrin picked up the ring and stared at the broad, twisted band of gold with the opposite facing, evil-looking heads carved in jade. With shaking hands, he consulted The Darke Index:


On your left hand

Upon the thumb

You place the band

The Two-Faced One.



Trembling, Merrin slid the ring onto his own thumb, pushing away the thought that one day someone might try to take it off his thumb the Other way. At first the ring sat loose on Merrins thin, grubby thumb with its bitten nail and big knuckle, but not for long. He felt the gold become warmer and warmer until it was almost unpleasantly hotand then the ring began to tighten. Soon it fit perfectly, but it did not stop there. Getting even hotter, the ring continued to tighten. His thumb began to throb.

Merrin panicked. He leaped up and down, shaking his thumb, yelling and stamping his feet with the pain. Tighter and tighter the ring swelled, turning the end of his thumb first red, then purple and finally a dark, deep blue. At that point, Merrin stopped shouting and stared at it in horror; he just knew that the end of his thumb was about to explode. Would it go pop, he wondered, or would it be a squelchy kind of splat? Merrin didnt want to know. He closed his eyes. And the moment he closed his eyes, the ring loosened its grip, the blood flowed back and Merrins thumb deflated. The Two-Faced Ring now fit, although it felt tightjust tight enough to remind him of its presence. Merrin knew that it was his for lifeor at least the life of his left thumb.

Merrin was beginning to realize that Darke Magyk was not necessarily on the side of those who practiced it. But he could not stop now. He was trapped, and now he must embark upon the last part of the EnchantmentDarkening the Destiny of AnOther. And that must be done in the Castle, for that was where the Other lived, at the top of the Wizard Tower, as he had once done. Using the same name that Merrin himself once had: Septimus Heap.
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