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"An Act of Mercy" by Megan Lindholm and Steven Brust
KALOO RATTLED DOWN the stairs that led from her attic bedroom above the Mug and Anchor to the tavern's common room. The little silk fan she had pinned inside her robe rasped against her breast; her feet barely kissed each step in passing. This was her birthday; her luck time would begin this afternoon, and if she was going to invest her luck she hadn't a moment to waste. Those precious moments when one might take the luck created during one's birth time and place it in an object, to be called on at will for magic, came but once a year. She had waited long enough; by this evening she would be able to hold her luck in her hand. She rounded the corner at the base of the stairs and slammed her head into the shelf that held the extra lanterns. There was a warning rattle of crockery and Kaloo winced, expecting all of them to come tumbling down around her. But they didn't. "Lucky thing," she said to herself, rubbing her bruised forehead. She heard her own words and had to grin.
"You're getting taller, girl. Grow any more, and I'll have to re-carpenter the inn to fit you."
"I guess so," she replied cautiously. T'Nar, her foster father, sat at one of the scarred trestle tables before the low fire burning in the hearth. The usually noisy room was all but empty today. The sailor folk that made up their trade were all on the docks now, mending net, tarring seams, and generally preparing boats for another season of fishing. Kaloo was a little surprised to see T'Nar still here. A mug of beer was going flat on the table before him.
Silence hung a moment in the room. T'Nar picked up his mug in his wide scarred hands, turning it slowly while watching the beer inside. From the tar on his fingers and the rigger's knife in his belt and the smell of oakum in the room, she knew that he had been working on one of the boats. He didn't seem to fish as much as he once had, but every spring when the fleet was busy with repairs, his skills were in demand.
She hadn't seen much of him lately, but it wasn't the fault of his long working hours. She suspected he had been avoiding her as much as she had him. Lately they couldn't say ten words to one another without it turning into a quarrel. Better not to speak at all. She shrugged and headed toward the kitchen, where L'Fertti, her tutor in matters of luck and magic, was usually to be found these days.
"Taller and older." T'Nar's voice stopped her again. "Going to be tall and slender."
"I guess so," she said guardedly. He was speaking so slowly and carefully, as if each word were heavy with meaning. Was he drunk, this early in the day? Or could he possibly be as melancholy as he sounded? She looked at him carefully, and found herself staring. When had his beard become so grizzled, the lines in his face so deep? Hard to recognize the man who had caught and tossed the child Kaloo, or been able to carry the ten-year-old girl kicking and squirming under one of his thick arms.
He sighed heavily. "Kaloo. You're getting to an age when you have to know things. About yourself. Things that may change the way others think of you, the way you think of yourself. Things maybe you should have known…"
"Yes?" She took two quick steps forward. She sensed secrets hovering in his words, things she suspected he knew and had never admitted. Such as who her parents had been, and why they had abandoned her in a ditch for him to find.
But her eagerness seemed to make him reconsider, for he fell silent, staring up at her. "Yes?" she repeated again.
He only gazed at her, his dark eyes pained. She had a sudden, uneasy feeling that he wasn't seeing her at all. He spoke unwillingly. "You look almost…well, but…" He shook his head suddenly, forbidding himself something. With a visible effort he smiled. When he spoke, his voice was falsely gay. "It's time you had some clothes that fit you. That's what 1 was thinking. That robe you're wearing is too short and too wide. Doesn't suit you. That's all."
He took a sip of his flat beer. Kaloo glared at him, then turned abruptly away. She was getting tired of the way he treated her. She wasn't a child anymore, as he and Daril seemed to think. She knew the robe didn't suit her. Angry words bubbled up in her, but she choked them down. She didn't have time to argue with T'Nar today. She had more important things to do. And if she succeeded, she'd soon change the semblance of this garment to something more flattering. Maybe some Zhir pants and a tunic, in pale blue.
She pushed through the swinging door that led to the kitchen. Voices spilled out to greet her. "… and then roll the vegetables in the freshly crushed herbs before adding them to the pot-boil, Daril, thus combining the essence of the flavors before cooking. That's all I'm suggesting."
L'Fertti was leaning against the wall of the pleasantly cluttered kitchen. The pot-boil in its blackened kettle was simmering over the kitchen fire, sending out tendrils of savory steam. Daril was busy chopping vegetables on the heavy wooden kitchen table. Her back was to them both as she spoke. "And I'm suggesting that I've been making this pot-boil since I was old enough to stir a kettle, and it's not going to change now. You know a bit about herbs and spices, I'll grant you, but this is my family's recipe, more than one hundred and fifty years old. No street wizard is going to change it now!"
"Street wizard!" L'Fertti bristled, but Kaloo interrupted.
"L'Fertti. About my lesson today…"
"Later, Kaloo. This afternoon, perhaps. Daril, how you can call me—"
"Later won't work, L'Fertti. It has to be now." The asperity in Kaloo's voice drew both their attentions to her.
The look of puzzlement faded suddenly from L'Fertti's face. He spoke in a warning voice. "On the contrary, Kaloo. I think we should skip any lesson for the day. I think you ought to consider taking a nap." He filched a wedge of spiny-heart tuber from Daril's cutting board and crunched into it as he gave Kaloo a warning stare.
"She does look a bit peaked," Daril observed, whacking the vegetables into chunks. "But she always does right before her blood-time. And cantankerous, just as she is now. Didn't you tell me you had an herbal drink for that kind of peevishness, L'Fertti?"
"As a matter of fact, I do. You take dandelion root and—"
Kaloo exploded. "I am sick and tired of the way everyone around here treats me! Daril, how can you speak of my bloodtime before L'Fertti! And you, you're supposed to be tutoring me in mastering my luck, but you spend all your days in the kitchen arguing with Daril over recipes and simpering at the eggs-and-milk girl! I shall never invest my luck at the rate you teach me!"
Silence reigned for an instant in the kitchen. Then the two adults exchanged glances.
"Simpering?" L'Fertti asked in an acid voice. "I?"
Daril shot him a conspiratorial glance, then spoke soothingly.
"Well, my little Kookaloo, why don't you let L'Fertti teach you to mix his herbal cure today, then? It's a useful thing for any woman to know, whether she aspires to be a wizard or not. Might get rid of that nasty bloaty feeling that can make a woman feel like ripping into the first person to cross her. And—"
Kaloo ignored her, fixing her narrowed black eyes on the lounging wizard. Her voice was low and cold. "I want my lesson, L'Fertti. And not about herbal cures. You know what I'm talking about."
"Correction, apprentice. I know what I'm talking about. You obviously have no notion of what you are asking. I strongly suggest you spend the day quietly."
"No. I have other plans, and I intend to carry them out. With you or without you." Kaloo delivered the ultimatum quietly.
L'Fertti snorted. "I don't know what you think you can do without me, but go ahead. Go right ahead and try. Maybe it will teach you a lesson you do need, very much: humility. And respect for one's teacher. Go ahead. Prove to yourself just how little you know."
"I will." Kaloo turned, her whole body shaking with anger. She flung the swinging door open, and strode out through the common room, past T'Nar, who looked up suddenly.
"Kaloo. I've decided it's time."
"So have I," she answered bitterly, striding past him. From the corner of her eye, she saw him rise and come after her. Let him. He'd never keep up with her. She'd lose him in the alleys before she was three blocks from the inn. And serve him right. Serve them all right. They thought she was such a child, such a helpless infant. Wait until she returned this evening. Then they'd see. The Kookaloo nestling they'd raised was about to spread her wings. She could feel her luck inside her, rising like a summer squall. It swept her into the bright spring streets of Liavek.
•
The stump of Dashif's left leg still hurt a little where the wooden peg joined it, but not enough to wreck his mood. His master, the Regent, was keeping him busy, but not too busy, and today he was on his own.
As he left the palace he concentrated on his walk, practicing to get rid of the limp. His spies had heard no rumors of his new weakness, so his enemies probably didn't know of it, which was good. The railroad business was working its way to a nice conclusion, and his dreams of Erina, whom he had murdered so long ago, had become less haunting since he had heard—or imagined?—her voice forgiving him from the land of the dead.
The thoughts flitted through his mind as he found a footcab and commanded it to take him to the docks. He had time now to deal with his own business. A girl who had saved his life, though he had terrorized her. His spies had kept a watch on her until he was feeling himself again, for there was no urgency.
He took in the air near the canal. The scent of broiling fish made him mildly hungry, and the sky was a deep blue that almost made him hurt from the beauty of it. He decided he was going to enjoy this. Today he would find who she was, and why she'd been following him. It was strictly a personal matter and there was no hurry. And, for a change, no particular danger.
He checked the charges on his pistols and replaced them in his wide leather belt. The cab stopped outside the Mug and Anchor. Dashif paid the cabman with a full levar. He was feeling magnanimous.
•
Kaloo was out of breath and her hair stuck to the back of her neck. She jumped, caught the top of the rickety wooden fence, and hauled herself up to it. For an instant she had a view of the canal, the blue-brown water cluttered with traffic, and then she was over the fence, dropping into the untended jungle that L'Fertti referred to as his herb garden. She crunched through the standing dead stems of last year's growth to his back door. She hoped it wouldn't be warded.
It wasn't. It swung stiffly open to her push, revealing L'Fertti's tiny kitchen and cooking hearth. Flies buzzed over something grayish in a dish on the table. Probably old porridge. Very old. The table was dusty, the hearth completely cold. It was getting so the wizard spent more time hanging about the kitchen of the Mug and Anchor than he did making his cures and potions. Well, and why wouldn't he? He had Daril's cooking, Daril's company, and Kaloo to order about. And the sailors were beginning to buy magic salves for gurry-infected hands and arthritic aches from him. Kaloo expected that when Daril found out about his trade with her customers, she'd put an end to it. But, for now, L'Fertti was gone and his home would supply Kaloo with everything she needed for her investiture. It gave her a sense of justice.
She took out the fan and spread its colors on L'Fertti's dusty table. That would hold her luck, once she'd captured it. From her pocket she took the tattered guidebook. She tried to imagine how L'Fertti would look if he knew she had this. He wouldn't have been so high and mighty this morning.
She unrolled the spindled pamphlet. YOU, TOO, CAN INVEST YOUR LUCK! proclaimed the ornate purple letters on the yellowing cover. A border of cabalistic signs and mysterious calligraphies framed the words. She had bought the pamphlet for three coppers from Dumps, Saffer's friend, who always had booklets like Zhir Love Secrets, and Potions for Lovers, and Ten Ways to Summon Rikiki.
Kaloo wiped her sweaty hands down the front of her robe. She opened the pamphlet to the table of contents. She decided to use the Basic Investiture for Beginners this time, and found that page. Next year she'd try one of the fancier settings, when she could afford the crystal bowls and expensive perfumes they required. But for this time…she ran her finger down the list of required equipment. Black candles L'Fertti always had, and the herbs were no problem. A lock of hair…she'd use some of her own. The same for the spoonful of maiden's blood. Just as well she hadn't spent her virginity yet. She had no idea where else in Liavek she'd find that ingredient. The rest seemed to be standard wizard's equipment. With a bit of rummaging in L'Fertti's cupboards, she'd find what she needed. Humming to herself, she got up to kindle a fire and put the kettle on. She had an hour or so before she could begin. Calmness came over her as her purpose grew strong. By tonight, power would be hers.
•
Dashif was perfectly aware of the silence that settled over the Mug and Anchor when he stepped through the door. He relished the effect. He looked around, hoping to spot Kaloo at once. It was a rather tidy little place, a bit dark, permeated with the sharp aroma of pot-boil and waterfront folk. A small fire burned in a great hearth at one end of the room. Seven patrons stopped their conversations, but avoided looking at Dashif or each other. One plump middle-aged woman, the host to judge by her apron and the mugs in her hand, stared at him boldly.
Dashif showed her his teeth and approached her. Before she could speak he said, "You must be Daril. I'm looking for Kaloo. Where is she?"
Dashif noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that one of the patrons gave a start. Daril noticed it, too, and spared him a glare, then met Dashif's eyes again, her jaws clamped tightly together. "Why do you want to know?" she countered after a moment.
"Don't question me. Fetch the girl at once." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the patron, a lanky graybeard, stiffen. Daril said, "I don't know—" and stopped as Dashif removed a pistol. He took two steps over to the patron, cocked the weapon, and held it to the old man's head.
"Does this fellow matter to you, mistress?"
Daril paused, her eyes flickering between the two of them. Her eyes were very wide, her face pink, but she tried the bluff anyway. "Not especially. If you don't mind all these witnesses, you just go ahead and shoot him."
"Daril!" cried the old man. Then he turned to Dashif. "Sir, I beg of you…"
"Tell me where she is or shut up."
"She's left," he said quickly. Then, licking dry lips, he ventured, "But for a few coins—"
"L'Fertti!" cried Daril.
"Ah," said Dashif. "So that's who you are. All right, tell me where she is. If you don't, I'll kill you. Try any of your silly magic and I'll turn you into a three-legged stool and feed the fire with you."
L'Fertti turned pale. "I don't know," he said. "She ran out."
"Well, you're a wizard and she's your apprentice. Find her."
"I can't."
"Then you're dead."
L'Fertti clawed at his beard, then closed his eyes in sudden concentration.
"L'Fertti, no!" cried Daril.
Dashif looked at her again. "Another outburst from you, mistress, and I'll kill you, and I'll still find out what I want. I happen to know that Kaloo cares for you. Be wise for her sake then, if you haven't the wit to do so for yourself."
A long moment dragged before L'Fertti jerked upright in his chair. "That little minx! She's at my house, rifling through my supplies. What she thinks she's doing, I don't—" Then he sat back. "Oh, no."
Dashif studied him for a moment, then said, 'This is her luck day?"
L'Fertti nodded. Daril gasped. "You!" she cried, and started moving toward the wizard. Dashif transferred his pistol to his left hand, but still held it at L'Fertti's head. With his right hand he slapped Daril. She gave a cry and staggered back.
L'Fertti stood up and said, "Sir—"
"Where do you live, L'Fertti?" asked Dashif in his best soft, sinister voice. L'Fertti sat down again and buried his face in his hands.
•
Now that she was actually going to do it, the directions in the book seemed less than clear. She'd had to nick three of her fingers to get the spoonful of maiden's blood, and the closest thing to a silver vessel in L'Fertti's cupboard was a tarnished sugar bowl. She set the fan across the booklet to hold it open, and frowned at the crude illustration. It called for the lock of hair, but never mentioned where to put it or what to do with it. She shook her head irritably and set the lock aside. She wiped her damp palms down her robe. Time to start. No sense putting it off.
There had been a time when she hadn't even known her birthday and luck hours. L'Fertti had helped her to discover them, and to recognize the subtle signs of it. It was here, it was now. Time to invest her luck. No more waiting. Now.
She lit the black candle, glanced down at the pamphlet. She let three drops of hot wax fall into the vessel of blood. They congealed and floated. She glanced at the book again. Now the words. She whispered them, nonsense syllables that didn't resemble any language she had ever heard. She felt nothing. But according to the book, she was supposed to have a floating sensation by now. She chanted the syllables again, more firmly. Nothing. Nothing at all. And she felt nothing of the subtle tingling she had come to feel whenever L'Fertti guided her through one of the tiny magics he permitted her.
Panic scrabbled inside her. No. Be calm. Do one of his exercises. Breathe in, hold, breathe out. Try to be aware of your skin; of cloth touching it, of floor beneath you, of air against your face. Center yourself within your body. Relax.
And now she felt it, a floating, not of body but of mind. As if her thoughts were coming unhooked from her mind. The glob of black wax in the blood. It looked like a…like a…. Unsettled, she looked away from it. Her eyes snagged on the candle flame. She stared into it, entranced. Felt it pull at her. Birth luck raced through her like a riptide, tore her free from the moorings that held her to her everyday life, carried her away. The candle flame was like a brightly lit tunnel. She roared through it like a runaway coach, racing away from her life, back to other times, other places, other identities. She knew she should seize and master her luck, but not yet, not yet. It was so strong, and there was so much yet to see, if only she would let herself go, surrender to it. It whispered, it promised; it was taking her to the heart of all secrets, to the center of herself. It flowed around her, pushed her on like a wind drives a sail-car, from one brief image to the next. The coast of Minnow Island wreathed in silver mist. A candlelit table, a woman's slender hand resting atop a man's, the couple's faces lost in shadows. A man, built like T'Nar, but much younger, bending his back to the sweep of a dory's oars. A rumpled red cloak, flung wide atop the sweet earth in a meadow of tall sun-yellowed grasses. A man standing beside it. Kaloo felt her identity shrinking, her self receding as she came closer to him. She couldn't find room to care. She stood by the cloak and watched him. He was dragging a white shirt off his head. His arms were lifted, the shirt hiding his face but baring a tightly muscled belly, a line of hair that rose from his navel to widen over his chest. He drew lithely muscled arms from the shirt's loose sleeves. Something in the way he moved promised—no, threatened—great pleasure. He bent slightly, pulled the shirt free of his head, and let it fall to the grass. He straightened, shaking a head of dark curly hair. He lifted a smiling face to her. Dark, dark eyes, eyes she knew, eyes too close to hers—
•
He shook her and slowly the dazed look left her eyes. She stared into his, and for a moment he would have sworn he was holding Erina—the old Erina. But then her expression changed to confusion, and then to fear, and she started to scream.
"Shut up," said Dashif. "You don't have time for that. How long is your luck time?"
Kaloo shook her head. Dashif shook Kaloo. "How long?"
"I don't know."
Her eyes fell to his right hand, which held her instructions. He glanced at them, scowled, crumpled them up, and threw them across the room.
"No! I need those—"
"As much as you need evisceration," he agreed.
"But—"
"If you don't quiet down and listen to me, your luck time will be over and you will die. Do you understand?"
The hand of terror had drawn her expression, but Dashif took no pleasure in it. At last the girl nodded.
"Good," said Dashif. "Sit down over there. Get rid of these things." He kicked away the candles and the hair. "Now, you need an object to invest in—"
"I know that!" She sounded indignant. Dashif almost smiled.
"Good. Take it in your right hand. Yes, now…Where did you get that?"
Kaloo stared down at the fan she held, and began trembling again. "I just—I don't know. What's wrong?"
"Nothing. Never mind. I knew someone once who invested her luck in something very similar." He shook his head to clear it. He didn't need this now. He had questions to ask this girl, and he couldn't ask them if she sickened and died due to a failed investiture. But now what? When he'd had magic, he had invested his own luck a score of times, but how to coach someone?
Well, he'd been at the births of two of his children. How different was this? It was a birth, of sorts. The midwife had said he had helped those times, so he could help now.
With more confidence than he felt, he said, "Relax. There's nothing to worry about. This has been done for thousands of years by millions of sorcerers before you. Let your body relax. Feel the fa—your luck object. Touch it, test its weight, study it, look at its details. Soon it will be more than it is, and so will you.
"Feel your power, your luck. It is there, but it is yet unreal, or unrealized. Now it will become real. It is easy to make a small change in the fan with your luck, isn't it? To heat it up or cool it down? Cool it a trifle. Do you feel it? Now you have the link to it, and the hard part is over." What a lie! "All that you need to do is let your luck flow, because the path is there. Can you imagine the path? A trail, a hallway, a road, a riverbed. A riverbed, with your luck as the river…"
ª
As Kaloo relaxed, a peculiar clarity came over her vision. She saw all things with unshielded eyes. She felt more a spectator than an actor as she stared at the fan in her hand. Odd, she had never really seen it before. Oh, she had held it, opened it and gazed on the scenes painted there, but never like this. A river scene was painted on the fan. How had he known that? And as she looked at it, the river flowed with her birth luck. Flowed, and cooled the fan in her hand. Cooled it, just as he had said.
He was helping her. She suddenly knew it. She didn't know how, but she was sure it was his magic that suddenly filled her with confidence and strength. He was lending his experience to her, guiding her. She couldn't fail. All she had to do was listen to him and obey him. He'd help her finish the investiture. He knew what he was doing. The ominous power of Dashif's luck was near legendary in Liavek. A thing to fear—she nearly lost her grip on the flowing birth luck. Yes, a thing to fear, but also a thing to believe in. Later she would sort out why he was helping her. For now, she would accept it. With his help, she knew she could do this. She stared at the fan and, with a sudden intensity, willed her luck into it. Pushed it in, tamped it down, trapped it in the folds of the delicate paper. Almost kept it there.
"It won't stay." She looked up from the fan to tell him, to ask his help. He crouched before her, his eyes on a level with her own. Beneath those dark eyes, twin scars ran vertically down his cheeks, as if he had wept a thousand tears and their scalding passage had eroded his face. She felt caught in the maze of his face, in the lines of maliciousness and hard power that crossed and contradicted the lines of sorrow and regret. She leaned closer, her attention dragged into.his face, studying how life had marked him. She wanted to reach out and touch him, smooth away the pains that had changed him so. Someone lifted a hand, reached out slowly. "My poor Dashif," she said with infinite pity. She touched his cheek. tried to smooth away the mask that covered the face of the man who had fathered…who had fathered…
The muscles of Dashif's face had hardened under her hand, setting it into a grimace of puzzlement, outrage, or something else. She knew him suddenly for what he was, and jerked back her hand from that contact. A rising thunder behind him suddenly crescendoed as the door split and T'Nar avalanched through it.
T'Nar roared at Dashif, rage depriving him of speech. He glared from Kaloo to Dashif, and his face contorted with hate, his skin turning a patchy red and white. "You struck Daril, and now with my Kaloo—!" The stocky old seaman choked on his accusations and abandoned any attempt at speech. He flung himself forward, his thick-fingered hands darting for Dashif's throat.
•
Sitting, deep in concentration, with my back to an unguarded door, thought Dashif. I deserve whatever happens to me. But even as he was cursing himself he was moving, and the old sailor—what was he babbling about?—was left grasping air.
Dashif shot out a foot, low to the ground, and caught the sailor's ankle. The sailor fell. Dashif kicked him in the head. The sailor tried to stand. Dashif kicked him again. The sailor moaned once, then was still.
Kaloo whimpered, "No."
Dashif drew a pistol.
Kaloo said, "No."
Dashif cocked both barrels.
Kaloo cried, "No. Please!"
Dashif pointed the pistol at the sailor's head.
Kaloo screamed, "Father! Don't!"
He stopped and turned to her. He felt himself trembling. "What are you saying, girl?"
Her eyes had become huge, and a knuckle had found its way to her mouth. She said nothing. He looked into her face, and this time, when he saw Erina, he knew he was seeing Truth.
The scars on his face burned as from salt on a wound. He carefully released the locks of his pistol, lest he set them off with his trembling. He replaced the pistol in his belt, and his movement was slow and dreamlike. He knelt beside the girl.
"Can such things be?" he said, and his voice felt hoarse and strained.
"Please don't hurt him," she said.
He glanced down at the unconscious sailor. "I won't. I promise." He returned his eyes to the girl…his daughter. Could it really be? She stared back at him, and it was Erina, who had said, "I forgive you."
Then he shook himself. "We have little time, child. We must finish."
•
She looked at T'Nar, fallen to the floor. Struck down by the man who had fathered her. He had fallen out of her reach, and she suddenly felt she would never be able to reach him again. Would never be able to touch him as his Kookaloo, as his fostered nestling. She was something else now. She was Count Dashif's daughter, child of the most ruthless and feared man in Liavek. Daughter of nobility and intrigue, heir to power and wealth. Power and wealth, such as she had imagined her invested luck would bring her. She looked again at T'Nar.
"You must finish your investiture. Your time is slipping away," Dashif insisted. He knelt before her, his eyes devouring her face. He repelled her. She desired nothing that he was a party to.
She forced herself to look at him. "I can't. I don't want to."
"You must. Or you will die."
She locked eyes with him. Every ounce of Daril's upbringing and ethics recoiled from this man. But something deeper in her, something that seemed always to have lurked in the shadows of her soul, recognized a kinship. He would never have wondered at his daughter's need for privacy, for times of solitude. He would have expected his child to invest her luck. He would have recognized the unchildlike drives that motivated her, and he would have channeled them.
He put his hands on her, and she refused to flinch. Daril's child would have cowered. But her very defiance marked her as Dashif's as she said, "I won't."
His grip on her wrist tightened. His other hand held the back of her neck. He forced the hand that held the fan up before her eyes. "You will," he said. "Because you cannot help it. Look. Look at the fan. Your luck flows there. You know it. You see it. It flows there because you want it to. You want your luck to flow there, because you want the strength you can tap there. You want the power you can trap there. If for no other reason, so you can say no to me, and perhaps mean it. So you can say to me, 'I forbid you to kill that man!' instead of, 'No, please, don't hurt him, please.'" He put a pleading whine into the last words, mocking her helplessness.
Anger and hatred surged through her, fury that anyone should be able to speak to her so, to treat her so. And with the anger, riding it, she suddenly saw the greater part of her luck. It was tied to her frustration, to the deep-seated anger she had always suppressed. They had kept it from her, all these years. She could not doubt that they had all known, Daril and T'Nar and Dashif himself. They had kept it from her, the knowledge of her birth, even of her luck time. Kept from her that which was hers.
But no more. Even as the overpowering surge of anger passed through her, she saw it rush into the fan. The river surged and boiled with a wave of fury and luck. It would overflow its banks, it would sweep away the delicate flowers and graceful trees that banked it. Her luck would rush away downstream and leave her here, weak and dying. She did not know how to contain it.
And then she knew: as he did. With icy calm and contempt. With cold, iron control and a face that was a mask. She sealed it off, sliced it off cleanly. All the baggage of her journey from childhood, the fears and pains, wild hopes and crashed joys. Emotions that had seared or soared within her. Hatred and anger and love and joy. And luck. All boxed and bound into a fan. Contained where only she could tap it. Invested.
Dashif was no longer touching her. She did not know when he had taken his hands away, nor how long she had been staring at the fan. It didn't matter. He was rocked back on his heels, studying her, looking at her face. It didn't matter. What he was looking for was no longer there. She snapped the fan shut and held it closed in her hand. Her soul hummed within it.
"You did it," he said softly.
"Yes." No emotion to her answer. She felt…weariness. That was all. No elation, no joy such as she had imagined. She wondered if it was this way for everyone who invested luck. She found she rather liked holding her emotions tightly shut in her hand. Like her father. She met Dashif's eyes without smiling. Behind him, T'Nar's eyes were open and Dashif's death was in them. His knife was in his hand, the old blade gleaming. She looked into Dashif's face, at his dark eyes, at the jawline they shared, at his curling locks that had come to her as unruly waves in her hair. As the old seaman stood up behind him, she did not betray anything. For she felt nothing at all.
•
Dashif felt the movement behind him and lunged to the side. The swipe meant to part his head from his neck breezed past his cheek. He thought he had made it in time, but then, as he stood, he felt the side of his head aching.
He backed up immediately. The old sailor had a short, ugly knife in his hands and hate in his eyes. There was blood on the knife, but no time for that now. There came a flash of pain from his missing foot, but there was no time for that, either, as the knife flashed down.
He lunged, rolled, and came to his feet again. The sailor came closer. It was all the stuffing in my empty boot. My kicks aren't as disabling as they used to be. He backed away again, looking for his chance. The sailor crouched low, eyes intent as he moved forward. Dashif risked a glance around the room. A chair was almost right behind him. If he could get his hands on it, he could disable the sailor with it.
The sailor lunged again and Dashif jumped backward. He felt the chair behind him. On impulse, he sat in it. When the sailor's knife came down, Dashif presented his left leg as a sacrifice. The knife bit into the wood. The sailor looked startled. Dashif twisted his leg and the knife went flying. It clattered to the floor near Kaloo. She didn't move.
Before the sailor could strike again, Dashif was up and there was a pistol in his hand. He kicked the sailor in the groin, then hit him in the head with the pistol. The sailor went down. Dashif cocked the pistol.
"You promised not to kill him."
The voice penetrated, as from another world. He looked up. Kaloo. Yes. The side of his head ached. The girl shrugged. Her eyes were like ice. Dashif pointed the pistol at the sailor.
"You promised," she repeated. She wasn't pleading, she was stating a fact.
An object on the floor between them caught Dashif's eye. It took a moment before he realized it was his ear. He swallowed the bile that rose in his throat and realized that soon he'd grow
dizzy, then faint, and he'd be at the mercy of the sailor.
"Promised," he said. "Yes. I suppose I did." He uncocked and replaced the pistol. He pushed back his cloak, removed his own knife, and carefully sliced off one of his puffed, ruffled, pure-white sleeves. He tied it around his head. How much blood had he lost? Would he pass out? How long would it take? Another minute? Five? Ten? What would she do?
She must have seen the sailor coming up behind him, yet she hadn't warned him.
"You are, indeed, my daughter."
"Yes."
"It is sad."
She seemed to understand what he meant. She said, "Yes."
"You lived, just now, because you became cold. You won't live again until you feel the warmth." She didn't understand, but didn't seem to care, either, and that was worse. Dashif said, "I love you, my daughter," because he suddenly knew that he did, and it hurt far more than his severed ear. He said, "I will find you again, or you can find me. You don't have to fear me. Ever."
•
It was the second time she had seen him bleed. Yes, and the second time she had seen him defeated. This time…all that blood, sliding down the side of his head, soaking and spreading across the shoulder of his white shirt. He might…she snorted, a harsh sound, dismissing the thought. Let him take care of himself. Hadn't he let her take care of herself, all these years?
She looked around the room, feeling a strange detachment from its disarray, even from the man who groaned on the floor. It felt like the time T'Nar had had to cut the big hook out of her palm, and she had wanted to faint, but couldn't. Somewhere, she knew she was badly hurt, but she couldn't find the pain. T'Nar's hand twitched against the floor. He'd recover. She'd seen enough tavern fights to know that, and she also knew from what she'd seen that Dashif's kicking leg was a false one. T'Nar's heavy canvas trousers would have absorbed most of the impact.
Too much had happened, too fast. She felt she could not get a grip on all of it. She had invested her luck, found her birth father, and taken control of her life in one short afternoon. Now she badly needed to find a quiet spot to think it all through.
T'Nar groaned again. She looked at him, feeling nothing so much as annoyance. He was a messy detail to be tidied up before she could have any time for herself. More than that? she asked herself. She groped after warm childhood memories that had gone still and lifeless. No. Just an irritating old man, one more loose thread to tie up.
She went to him, slipped an arm behind his shoulders, and heaved him up to a sitting position. His eyes opened, squinted at her. "He's gone," he noticed. Then, "My poor little Kaloo," he said thickly.
His pity disgusted her. He should keep it for himself. "You have to get up," she told him. "We have to get you back to the Mug and Anchor."
"Yes. Yes, you're right." He heaved himself to his feet, leaning on her. Kaloo staggered sideways under his weight, nearly slipped on something on the floor. She glanced down, expecting the rubbery wilted peel of a potato.
An ear. Dashif's.
She stared down at it, fascinated. She couldn't lift her eyes from it. She almost wanted to laugh at so ridiculous a thing. She felt T'Nar give her a gentle shake. "Come, girl. Don't be so downcast. I never meant for you to find it out this way. I always thought I'd find a time, a place…But it doesn't matter, now does it? The only way it can make a difference is if we let it. Right? And we won't. You'll always be my own little Kookaloo. Now let's go home."
She scarcely heard him. He leaned against her, propelling her toward the door. She stepped over the ear and went. She didn't think she'd ever come back here. She'd made too many mistakes here, and she suddenly could count them all. Trusting L'Fertti, that old phoney. Letting Dashif learn not only her luck time, but the item that housed her invested luck. Staying for T'Nar to wake up. The time for mistakes was over. She'd need a proper teacher, and she knew that now. And a place of her own, a place to be alone and to think. She found herself evaluating her possessions. Did she have anything she could sell for a month's rent?
What was the old man babbling? "…better once we're home. And we needn't tell Daril, need we? I mean, the two of us used to keep secrets all the time, didn't we? And this one would just hurt her, wouldn't do anyone any good at all. We'll say Dashif thought you were someone else, someone he knew…"
Kaloo let him mutter on, let the words flow past her. As well, she thought, to say that you thought I was someone else. Someone you knew…
•
He found his way to the door, the world still crisp and sharp. The scars on his face hurt. His left foot itched. His head throbbed, and blocked out all sound. He discovered that he was on the street, and that he had somehow found a footcab. He saw himself paying the cabman, and almost heard himself as he asked for the Levar's Palace. He forced himself to concentrate on what the cabman was saying over the roaring in his head.
"…too much, my lord."
He forced a reply from a thickened tongue. "I may be unconscious when we arrive. See that I am carried into the east door, where they will treat me. Leave your name, and I will give you a purse of gold when I am well."
The cabman's eyes grew wide, and he nodded.
The jolting of the ride hurt even more for a while, but then he became numb. The back of the cabman's head swirled, and became Erina's face, and she was saying good-bye. Then it swirled, only a little, and it was Kaloo who stared out at him, somber and cold. Dashif knew the path she had set out on. But he also knew that, at last, he had paid his debt to Erina.
He was smiling when unconsciousness finally overcame him.




"The World in the Rock" by Kara Dalkey
RAIN SPATTERED LIGHTLY on the window awnings, its patter barely audible inside the Tiger's Eye. Aritoli ola Silba glanced at the elegant gewgaws on display, pretending to himself that he was seriously in the market for a new luck piece. In actuality, he only sought a respite from a dreary day.
The week before had been disastrous to his feelings of self worth. A poor but promising artist from Hrothvek had come to the city at Aritoli's assurance that a good commission awaited him. Then the noble offering the job reneged, and the artist had to return home with only Aritoli's apologies and levars as consolation. A message had arrived from Aritoli's sister at Silversea, urgently requesting his presence and advice on a matter of property negotiations. Aritoli had dismissed it with a curt reply, saying that if it was an offer to buy it was doubtless fraudulent, and a request to sell he would not deign to consider. It turned out to have been a discussion of the proposed rail line from Saltigos to Liavek (the delicacy of the politics involved had prevented her from telling him this), and she had been obliged to handle her side of the discussion from an impossible position. And the last lover he had hoped to please—Aritoli closed his mind against that embarrassing memory.
All considered, Aritoli felt quite useless and downhearted. His optimism now only reached as far as the half-hope of gazing upon the lovely, if formidable, features of the Tiger's Eye's proprietor. However, on this day, as his luck would have it, the shop was tended instead by her equally formidable young apprentice, Thyan. And Thyan was not forthcoming as to when her mistress would return.
So Aritoli lingered, looking over a set of enormous, bejeweled belt buckles. Before long, he was startled out of his musings by the chimes from the front of the store.
Aritoli looked up expectantly, but instead of Snake there entered a small, bedraggled figure. It was a girl no more than twelve years old, wet and muddy from the rain, and in her arms she carried a heavy object that was about the size of a goat's head. Aritoli watched as the child lugged the object down the central aisle of the shop to place it with a thunk upon the polished wood countertop before the appalled Thyan.
"What are you doing? I just dusted that—"
"Want to sell," said the little girl. She had an accent that Aritoli identified as Zhir. "How much for rock?"
Thyan picked clods of mud off the object. Curious, Aritoli approached to see what she would uncover. But after much picking and wiping, it proved to be only a rock. In fact, it was the ugliest lump of stone Aritoli had ever seen.
"We can't give you anything for this!" said Thyan. "It's just a rock!"
"But it's precious!" protested the girl. 'The world is in the rock!"
"Huh," Thyan scoffed. She gave the girl a measuring look, then slowly took two copper coins from under the counter and slid them across to the girl. "Here. But from now on, do your begging outside."
Aritoli felt an odd, sudden urge toward philanthropy—as if whatever gods were watching had suggested, "Here is a chance to redeem yourself."
"One moment," said Aritoli, walking up to the counter. "My dear," he said to the girl, "if this rock means so much to you, are you sure you ought to be selling it?"
The girl frowned very seriously, as if considering a new and somewhat disturbing possibility. "Need coins," she said at last. "Had no more coins and am hungry."
Looking her over, Aritoli noticed that her short tunic, though worn and muddy, was well made. And the dirt on her skin was not the deep grime acquired through years of life on the streets.
"Ke jwazlas ti?" he asked the girl in Zhir. "What is your name? Jwalengi Aritoli."
"Tay-li."
"I am pleased to meet you, Tay-li. Where did you come from?"
"From house of iv Ning. But he send me away. Can no longer keep me."
"I've heard of him," Thyan said. "There were rumors that he got on the wrong side of a good wizard who enchanted him to make bad financial decisions. Last I heard, iv Ning was losing a fortune importing fish."
Aritoli gave a low whistle. "That was some enchanted iv Ning. So now he can no longer support servants, eh? What sort of work did you do for him, Tay-li?"
The girl shrugged. "Cleaning, errands, sort of thing."
"Well, Tay-li, perhaps today is your luck day. I happen to know of an establishment or two that could use a clever girl, and they would pay you more coins and meals than your precious rock could fetch. Come along with me and I'll see what we can do."
Thyan shot Aritoli an evil glare.
"Oh, come now," Aritoli snapped, "my tastes may be varied, but I've no interest in cradle-snatching. I suggest you remove your mind from the gutter before the rain washes it away." Aritoli gently took Tay-li's arm.
But she shook herself free and reverently picked up the ugly stone. Hugging it to herself, she said, "Now I will go."
Outside, the rain had become a misty drizzle that clung to their clothing. Aritoli said, "May I carry that for you, Tay-li? It must be very heavy."
But Tay-li shook her head. "Not heavy. The world is in the rock."
Aritoli smiled awkwardly. "What do you mean by that? 'The world is in the rock'?"
"When you look at it, you will see."
As they walked down Cat Street, Aritoli wondered. Tay-li was far too young to have invested her luck yet, so it was unlikely that the rock was a vessel of magic. Could it be that the stone was all that was left of her "world"? All that was familiar to her? Aritoli turned his mind from such sad thoughts to the task of considering where he might find employment for her.
Before long, they arrived at Aritoli's townhome on Temple Way, where Tay-li was delivered into the capable hands of Aritoli's elderly manservant, Maljun.
"Please draw a bath for her, and see if you can find her something cleaner to wear."
Maljun looked with concern at the Zhir girl. "Suitable for…evening attire, master?"
Aritoli scowled back. "Suitable for an employment interview, if you please."
"Very good, sir." Maljun sketched what seemed to be a relieved bow. Gently, he coaxed Tay-li into relinquishing her rock, which he placed upon a table in Aritoli's study before leading her away.
Aritoli, meanwhile, sat at his desk and composed a short note that he gave to Maljun to deliver. That accomplished, he inexplicably found his attention drawn again to the rock.
He sat on the floor next to the table and studied the stone. It was a chaotic conglomeration of pebbles and granite and odd-colored veins, smooth in some places, rough in others. "A lapidarist's nightmare," Aritoli murmured, shaking his head.
"You like rock?" said Tay-li from the doorway.
Aritoli looked up. She stood fresh-scrubbed and smiling, wearing a cotton tunic of Aritoli's that had shrunk, tied with a woven belt. Except for the fact that she wore no sandals, she could be any well-to-do merchant's daughter.
"The rock? It's, er, very pretty, Tay-li."
"You see?" she said with a smile like bright sunshine. She walked up to the rock and knelt beside it. "You see the world?"
"The world? Well, not exactly, though there seem to be many kinds of stone represented here."
"Not just stones! Look!" She tumbled the stone this way and that, peering at it intently. Then she stopped and her little fingers traced a jagged gray ridge. "Here are Silverspine Mountains." She searched more and ran her fingers along a narrow ribbon of mica. "Here is Cat River." She rolled the rock over and touched a group of bumpy pebbles. "Here is camel." She pointed at an area of bluish rock with black specks. "Here are Kil in Sea of Luck." Again and again her nimble hands turned the rock over and touched on different shapes that Tay-li identified as places, animals, people, and so on.
Aritoli found himself caught up in her game. "Look, Tay-li, here is a dog's head," he said, pointing at a particular bump.
Tay-li studied the feature very seriously. "No. Is horse."
"As you say." Aritoli smiled gently. "But this is a pine branch, don't you think?" He pointed at a group of tiny green crystals.
"Yes! And here is cone that fell from branch!" Tay-li caressed a little brown lump beside the crystals.
"And here is a tea flower and leaf," said Aritoli.
"And there is cup that tea will be drunk from!"
They laughed together. The more Aritoli looked for things to point out to Tay-li, the more he saw. There seemed to be endless variation, and often a particular feature was part of different discoveries. Aritoli felt strangely pleased at each new thing he found, and Tay-li was enjoying herself immensely. "You see! You see!" she would say, and clap her hands with glee.
Aritoli did not know how much time was spent in this happy pastime, but it seemed too soon when Maljun entered the study and said, "Mistress Pashantu from the House of Orange Blossoms has arrived, master."
"What? Oh, yes, Maljun, show her in." Aritoli leaned toward Tay-li. "This woman may have a job to offer you."
Maljun admitted a plump young woman wearing a many-layered dress of bright colors. "Ari, dear! How good to see you!" she said. "It has been too long since you graced the doorstep of our House." She gave an exaggerated bow in the Tichenese manner.
"Indeed it has. Welcome, dear Pashantu. May I introduce the prospective employee I mentioned? This is Tay-li, of the now-dispersed household of iv Ning. Tay-li, may I present Mistress Pashantu."
Tay-li gave a little bow and smiled shyly.
Pashantu bustled over to the girl and took her hands, holding her arms out straight. "Ah, is this the girl? My, what a healthy-looking one you are, Tay-li. I understand you've done cleaning work?"
Tay-li nodded.
"Have you ever worked in a kitchen?"
"Some."
"Bezwani fa Ka Zhir?"
"Wiya! Kolojali se sanaa jedu—"
"That's enough, dear, my Zhir is rusty. What languages do you read?"
Tay-li shrugged. "Zhir. Some 'Vekan."
"Well. Tay-li, here is what we can offer. The work is hard…for there is much linen and clothing to be cleaned, and many rooms to be washed and tidied. But we will feed and house you. And we will give you lessons in languages, geography, music, and etiquette. Then, in a few years, if you choose, you may join the older children in their work and take lessons in finance, political science, and, um, entertainment. But if you decide not to stay with us, we will find you a good position wherever you wish in Liavek. Does this sound acceptable to you, Tay-li?"
The girl was silent for a few moments. Then she looked up and smiled. "Wiya. Accept."
"Well, good! We'll be happy to have you with us. Come along and I'll take you to your new home." 
"I'll walk you to the gate," Aritoli said, standing up. He felt a little sad to see Tay-li go.
Outside, the rain clouds were breaking apart and bright rays of sunlight streamed through. The air smelled fresh and Aritoli felt as though he were experiencing the wind and the sunlight for the first time.
He bent down and took Tay-li's hand. "Please feel free to visit me when you like. I've greatly enjoyed meeting you and seeing your rock…your rock! Wait a moment!"
Aritoli ran back into the study. Scooping the rock under his arm, Aritoli returned to Tay-li and held it out to her. "We almost forgot your precious rock, Tay-li."
Tay-li smiled and shook her head. "No. You keep. Is just a rock."
"But…but the world is in this rock. You showed me!"
"Yes! You see! You keep rock. I find another. Bye-bye."
As Tay-li and Pashantu walked away. Aritoli looked after them in confusion. Then realization came. He looked down at the stone in his arms and for a moment it was again just an ugly, lumpy mass. Then he saw once more the face of the dog/horse and Aritoli knew everything they had found together was still there.
Aritoli chuckled and walked into his forecourt garden, where he unceremoniously dropped the rock in a space of cleared ground.
"A new addition to the garden, master?" Maljun asked behind him.
Aritoli stood back and regarded the rock a moment. "It rather resembles a sand-skimmer on the Great Desert, don't you think?"
"Eh?"
"Or, perhaps, a collection of dawn spooks rising from a Hrothvekan swamp. No doubt tomorrow it will resemble something entirely different." He looked back at Maljun, who wore an expression of patient bewilderment.
Aritoli laughed. "No, my dear fellow, my mind hasn't cracked completely. Just enough to let a little light in. Now tell me what delicious dishes you've prepared for supper."




"Baker's Dozen" by Bradley Denton
MARDIS GLANCED QUICKLY around the Happy Swine's dingy public room as she and Karel entered, and was relieved to see that the only other customer was a drunk sleeping off last night's binge at a table by the hearth. Maybe this celebration wouldn't be as bad as last year's.
They were just sitting down when a horrendous crashing-and-splashing noise blasted from the kitchen doorway, followed immediately by a masculine bellow.
"Noooooo!" the voice cried. "Twelve months of tradition ruined!"
"It's your own fault!" a woman answered shrilly. "If I've told you once, I've told you a thousand times—never put a live pig into the pot-boil!"
An argument commenced, punctuated by the occasional clatter of a thrown saucepan and the squeals of the pig.
Mardis hesitated, hovering in a half-crouch over her chair. "Maybe we should go somewhere else this year," she said, and winced as the pig shot out of the kitchen and escaped through the main entrance.
Karel gave her a wry smile as the Happy Swine's burly, broth-spattered owner stumbled past their table in pursuit of the pig. "Wouldn't be a good idea, Mardie," he said when the innkeeper was gone. "This is the only place in all of Liavek where we can have your birthday breakfast without anyone noticing the chaos. Just don't order the pot-boil."
Mardis sighed and poured herself a mug of lukewarm kaf from a ceramic pot that had apparently been on the table for a few days already. The stuff tasted awful, but at least its smell overpowered some of the inn's other odors.
Karel and his damned "birthday breakfast" tradition. It
was bad enough that she had to endure a birthday, let alone in public. She was eighteen today. If the trend of the previous seventeen disasters continued, this year's birth hours would be the worst ever.
Not that her luck had always resulted in calamity. Without it, she might never have met Karel.
"After all," he had said once, his grin a white gleam under his broad nose, "it's not every day that I ogle a pretty girl and have the sack of flour I'm carrying explode in my face."
Mardis smiled at the memory, which was almost enough to make her forget the taste of the stale kaf. She had stopped to help Karel up from the street, and then had gone home with him to verify to his parents that the loss of the flour had been unavoidable…without, of course, actually telling them that she was responsible.
That was the day she had discovered her talent for pastry baking, and Karel's parents had hired her, and—
Karel clinked his mug against hers, bringing her out of her reverie. "Here's to the woman with the most beautiful eyes, most delicious sweet rolls. and most rotten luck of anyone I've ever met."
"How would you like a pot of bad kaf dumped on your new pants?"
Karel waggled his eyebrows. "I can think of better fates for my pants. but I'll take whatever I can get."
Mardis rolled her eyes. "Why else would you stay near me today, knowing what's likely to happen?"
He shrugged. "If you didn't want me around, the time to say so was three years ago. Trusting me with your secret was part of what made me love you, you know."
"I was trying to warn you away, stupid. I thought that anyone a year older than me had to be smart. but I was obviously wrong."
Karel's eyes became uncharacteristically serious, and Mardis was afraid that she'd gone too far. He seemed about to speak again when the innkeeper came back inside, the recaptured pig struggling in his arms.
"Would master and mistress care for breakfast?" the innkeeper asked, grunting as the pig kicked him in the throat.
Mardis saw the mischievous sparkle come back into Karel's eyes, and was glad. For a moment, he had looked like someone else.
"A little bacon might be nice," Karel said.
Mardis stifled a giggle.
The innkeeper didn't seem to catch the joke. ''I'll see if we've any left," he said, and disappeared into the kitchen with the pig flailing vigorously.
Mardis and Karel looked at each other for a few seconds before letting out the laughter they'd been holding. The drunk by the hearth jerked awake, then swore and put his head down on his table again.
When Karel stopped laughing, Mardis saw that his eyes had become serious again.
'There's something we need to talk about," he said.
Mardis shifted on the rough chair. So he knows. But how? I'm not even sure myself yet.
"Listen, Karel," she began, almost whispering, "I should've told you—"
Karel covered his ears. "I've got to get through this all at once, Mardie," he said, "or I might not be able to get started again. Whatever you have to say can wait a bit, can't it?"
She nodded, and he lowered his hands.
Then he reached into his brown baker's smock and withdrew a slim silver bracelet. Taking Mardis's right hand in his left, he pushed the metal circle onto her wrist.
"It almost fits," he said, sounding nervous.
Mardis stared down at the bracelet—which was not what she'd been expecting—and marveled at the intricacy of its engraved loops and crisscrosses.
"This must've cost five or six levars," she said, thinking aloud.
Karel shrugged again. "I've been saving. Mother and Father are paying good wages."
"Not to me, they aren't."
"Ah, well, you're not family yet."
Mardis eyed Karel skeptically. "'Yet'?"
Karel looked exasperated. "Rikiki's nuts, Mardie! This is a family custom, like the birthday breakfast. We present a gift when offering marriage. I've heard Mother tell you so a hundred times. She had you marked as her daughter-in-law before I did."
Mardis touched the bracelet with the fingers of her left hand. The metal felt cool and elegant.
"If I refuse you," she said, "can I keep it anyway?"
Karel lunged in a mock attempt to grab it back.
Mardis leaned out of his reach and put her hands behind her head, gripping two of her four dark braids as if they were handles,
"Well, if that's the case," she said, feigning disinterest. ''I'll force myself to go through with it."
"You're accepting me?"
"I just said so, didn't I?"
Karel put his hands behind his head, mocking her, and grinned. "Hah! It only cost three levars."
"I'm only worth two," Mardis said. "So there."
She felt better than she had on any other birthday. There was no need to risk spoiling it by telling Karel her news.
Not right away, at least.
•
Later, after breakfast had been served, Mardis realized that Karel would probably take what she had to tell him far better than her mother would take their betrothal.
"To say that Mother's going to be disappointed," she mused, chewing on a slice of gristly bacon, "is like comparing the Great War with Saltigos to a kitten-fight."
Karel shrugged a third time. "Rashell's in a state of perpetual disappointment," he said. "You could be marrying a margrave, and she'd find something about him that wasn't to her liking. So the fact that she doesn't like me isn't going to trouble my sleep."
Mardis made a face. "It's not you she doesn't like. It's that I'm not fulfilling her dream of having a wealthy wizard for a daughter. She's been pestering me to invest my luck for the past seven years."
Karel snorted. "You can't eat luck."
Mardis swallowed the bacon and pushed her plate away. "Or this stuff, either," she said. "But you don't need to convince me. I'd make a rotten magician, if for no other reason than that the only lessons I've had have been from that fool Thardik. Mother can't accept that, though, and I've run out of ways of telling her. All she knows is that she paid Thardik good money to magically prolong my birth hours, and that I'm ungrateful."
Karel wiped his hands on his smock. "Why should you be anything else? Thirteen hours is nothing to do somersaults over."
"Well, it beats the seven hours you've got."
"It does, does it?" Karel waved his hand in a gesture that took in the entire room. "If Rashell did you such a great favor, why are we celebrating your birthday in this bull-wallow?"
Mardis began to feel angry. She was of the firm opinion that her mother was a dunderhead, but she didn't appreciate it when Karel made it clear that he agreed with her.
"Maybe I just haven't been trying hard enough," she said. "Maybe I could still become a wizard if I wanted to."
Karel reached to the table behind him and brought back a yellowish candle in a tin cup. "All right, Mardis the Magician," he said, setting the candle in the center of their table. "Rashell's forced you to take lessons for how many years? Eleven? Twelve?"
Mardis began to wish that she hadn't indulged the automatic urge to defend her own flesh and blood. "Fourteen," she said unhappily. "Since I was four."
"My mistake. All right, then—fourteen years of study, and now here you are in the second of your thirteen birth hours. A perfect opportunity to find out whether Thardik's taught you well."
Mardis sighed for the second time that morning. "Stop it, Karel. I don't want to be a wizard. I want to be a good, honest baker married to a slightly less good, slightly less honest baker. I don't want to play this game."
"But I do, Mardie," Karel said. "I don't want to wake up someday and find myself alone because you're chasing a dream I interrupted. So if your dream is magic, we'd better find out." He pointed at the candle. "Light it."
She shook her head. "You know what'll happen."
"No, I don't, and neither do you. Light it."
Mardis gave up and began to stare at the blackened wick. Maybe she did want to be a wizard, at that. Maybe her mother wasn't completely foolish. Maybe…
A huge spike of orange flame blasted from the fireplace and set the drunk's table ablaze. The scruffy man leaped up and ran out of the inn screaming, his smoldering coat leaving wisps of smoke behind to mark his path.
Mardis cringed. "A baker," she whispered as the innkeeper scurried from the kitchen and began beating at the flames with a greasy apron. "I want to be a baker."
Karel, looking shaken, took a few coppers from his smock and dropped them beside his plate to pay for their meal. ''I'm glad," he said, standing. "Shall we go see whether we've any work waiting for us today? It's too warm in here."
•
They were only a few doors away from the bakery when Mardis saw her mother and the wizard Thardik approaching from the opposite direction at a fast waddle.
"Wonderful," she muttered. "Close enough to smell the dough rising, and now this."
Karel grasped her elbow. "Maybe we can run inside before they get their hooks into you."
They almost made it. Rashell reached the doorway two steps ahead of them and blocked it with her short, substantial frame.
"What do you think you're doing, child?" she demanded.
"I'm going to work, Mother," Mardis said, thinking that it must be the ten-thousandth time she'd said the words.
"On a Luckday? Don't this pup's parents believe in resting their slaves at the end of the week?"
Mardis glanced sidelong at Karel. "Well, 'pup'?"
"Woof," Karel replied.
Rashell scowled. "You're both terribly funny. Now, as youncan see, Mardis, Thardik has returned from visiting his family in Cabri, and I've persuaded him to give you a lesson. I'll not have you wasting the opportunity."
Thardik, a blotchy-faced man with feathery tufts of white hair sticking up at random over his scalp, cleared his throat nervously. "Well, um, actually," he said, "a lesson wasn't exactly why I c-came looking for Mardis today."
Rashell turned her face toward the sky and clapped her hands to her temples. "Oh, gods, I knew it. My ungrateful daughter has finally alienated her only teacher, her only champion. What did I ever do to deserve this?"
Mardis felt her abdominal muscles contracting into a familiar knot. Sometimes her mother made her so angry that she wanted to burst…
Across the street, a cartload of early apples exploded, shooting geysers of pulp into the air. The vendor pushing the cart stopped short and gaped.
"You're letting her get to you," Karel whispered.
Mardis winced as a blob of applesauce landed on the back of her hand.
"You know what you did, Mother," she said angrily, shaking her hand to dislodge the blob. "You hired Thardik to prolong my birth hours—an act no respectable wizard would have even considered. And every birthday, this sort of thing"—she gestured at the mess across the street—"is the result."
Rashell brought her eyes down and stared at her daughter in horror. "Think before you talk!" she said hoarsely, jerking her head in Karel's direction.
"Mother, Karel's known my birth hours since we first met," Mardis said. "My birth luck is why we met."
Rashell took a step forward and grasped Mardis's shoulders. "What's wrong with you, child? A wizard never, never lets anyone know her birth hours!"
Thardik coughed. "Um, that's t-true, you know…"
"Well, I'm not a wizard," Mardis said, shaking herself free of her mother's grasp.
"Through no fault of mine!" Rashell cried to the sky.
The bakery door opened, and Karel's broad-shouldered father, Delfor, peered out warily.
"I thought I heard someone," he said when he saw Rashell.
"Nobody out here but us pups," Karel said. "Arf."
Delfor shrugged, looking much like his son. "Well, whatever you are, come get to work on a batch of crisp-buns. The Nins are having a reception this evening, and their regular baker's on holiday. If we do well, we may have our pick of wealthy clients. Mardis, I'd like you to make twelve dozen of those Zhir-style sweet rolls you're so good at."
Rashell looked up at Delfor with an expression of righteous indignation. "If you want Zhir rolls, baker, go hire a Zhir to make them. My daughter's Liavekan, and an apprentice wizard." She looked down at Mardis's baggy white Zhir pants, which matched Karel's. "Even if she does insist on dressing like a Gold Harbor prostitute. "
Delfor raised an eyebrow. "Mardis is a good woman, son," he said to Karel in a low voice, "but are you sure you want this granddaughter of the Demon Camel for a mother-in-law?"
Rashell's face grew so red that Mardis was afraid the corpulent woman might suffer the same fate as the apples.
Stepping forward, she grasped her mother's arm and dragged her away from the doorway before Rashell could do more than sputter a few unintelligible curses.
"All right, Mother, all right," Mardis said in as soothing a voice as she could manage. "I'll come with you and take a lesson. For a few hours, anyway." She began pulling Rashell down the street toward their home, with Thardik hurrying on ahead.
"What about the sweet rolls?" Delfor asked.
"I'll only need three hours from dough to glazing," Mardis answered over her shoulder, "so I should return in time. If I don't, Karel can do a passable job."
"Considering what day this is," Karel called, "that might be a better idea anyway."
"Why?" Delfor asked. "What day is it?"
Mardis waved her right arm over her head. "Our betrothal day!"
She was brought to a halt as her mother became a dead weight.
Mardis rolled her eyes. "Help me carry her, Thardik. Make yourself useful."
The wizard waddled back to take Rashell's left arm, and then he and Mardis lugged the moaning woman down the street.
The gods only know how she'll react when I tell her I'm pregnant, too, Mardis thought, and then remembered that she didn't yet know how Karel would react to that, either.
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Mardis felt as though she'd been carrying her mother for a year by the time they reached Rashell's four-room house on Bregas Street. It wouldn't have been so bad if Rashell had made up her mind to either awaken or stay unconscious, but she had recovered and fainted, recovered and fainted, all the way home. With each recovery, she had given Mardis a pained look before collapsing again.
Rashell stood on her own as soon as they entered the house, which gave Thardik. the opportunity to crumple into a sturdy wooden chair. His face had turned scarlet during the journey. and Mardis found herself thinking that if anyone were likely to really faint, it would he the overweight. puffing wizard.
"I am dizzy with grief," Rashell said dramatically, staggering across the room to the low couch that was her usual refuge during attacks of emotional turbulence.
Mardis leaned against a wall. "It's getting old, Mother," she said. "If I so much as suggest that I might someday move out and do what I like. you have a sudden illness. You might have sense enough not to do it on my hirthday, though—if my wild luck made it real. a healer might not he able to help you."
"As if you would care!" Rashell wailed, sinking down onto the couch. "Besides, I'll never have need of a healer as long as Thardik is my friend."
Thardik. mopping his forehead with a shirtsleeve, wheezed and said. "M-my thanks for your confidence. mistress. May your judgment always be as sound as g-good wood."
"Hah!" Mardis said, trying to sound like Karel.
Thardik's chair crumbled to dust, and the wizard hit the floor with a loud thump.
"There was no need for that. child!" Rashell said. "You apologize immediately. and then produce the coppers to replace that chair, which I've had since before you were born!"
Mardis spread her hands. "Do you think I did that on purpose?"
"You've studied under Thardik for fourteen years. It's well within your skills to do such a thing during your birth hours."
Mardis let her hands drop. "You can't let yourself believe there's something wrong with me, can you? After all, then you'd have to consider the possibility that it was Thardik who did this to me in the first place."
Rashell raised herself on her elbows and glared. "What you're saying is that I did something wrong, when all I wanted was to fulfill your poor dead father's dream of siring a wizard. But do you care about honoring his memory? No!"
"I never even knew him!" Mardis shouted. "And he's not dead at all, or at least he wasn't when I was born—and even if he was, he didn't have any dreams for me! Everyone at the docks says he sailed to Gold Harbor with a dancer from Cheeky's as soon as he found out I was on the way!"
She hated herself as soon as the words were out of her mouth, because she saw the slackening in Rashell's face that she had only seen twice before. The histrionics were over for now, because real pain had set in.
"Oh, all right," Mardis said, trying to suppress her guilt and keep her voice defiant. "Let's go to my room and get it over with, wizard. I've got baking to do today."
Grunting with the effort, Thardik stood and began limping across the room.
Mardis turned to accompany him, but couldn't avoid seeing the wetness glistening in Rashell's eyes. For a moment, she almost decided that she would try to become a wizard after all, if only so that she would never have to see it again.
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"So, great low-budget magician," Mardis said. sitting on her straw pallet. "Shall I levitate a vase and risk flinging the house into the sky? Or shall I learn a spell to boil water, and cook the city in the Cat River?"
Thardik sat down heavily on his accustomed stool in the far corner. "Um, no, my dear, I'm afraid I…I have no n-new spells to teach you."
Mardis crossed her arms tightly. "I wondered when we'd reach the limit of your knowledge, and I can't say I'm sorry it's happened. My birth luck is wilder every year, and I've always thought your labor-prolonging spell had something to do with it."
The wizard cleared his throat. "Well, I, um…you're r-right. I think."
Mardis glared at the pudgy man. "Are you admitting that you did this to me'?"
Thardik was watching her as if afraid she would spring across the room and strangle him. "I've only just f-found out," he said. "Um, that is. I think I have…"
Mardis could feel her temper beginning to surge, and she struggled to suppress it. "How is it," she said slowly, "that a wizard would perform a spell without knowing all its effects?"
Thardik stood and shuffled to the room's only window, where he opened the sash and stood gazing out at the little yard.
"Let me tell the whole story before you judge me," he said, sounding incredibly old. "Wizards are scarce in the village of Cabri, so there isn't much chance for a young person to study the magical arts—particularly if he is of a poor family. So when a wizard from Liavek moved onto our street and offered to teach me…as you can imagine, I saw it as my way to a better life."
"No, I can't imagine," Mardis snapped. "There are many ways to improve oneself without resorting to magic. Better ways, in fact. As Karel says, 'You can't eat luck.'"
Thardik's shoulders sagged. "If you had been born into m-my family, you might have felt otherwise. In any case, I leaped at the chance to study under Allarin. I didn't think to question why he had left Liavek, or why he had moved to a village as poor as Cabri. I was too blinded by the promise of magic to see the oddness of such things."
The wizard paused for a long moment, and Mardis hugged herself still more tightly with her crossed arms. She didn't like hearing Thardik speak so softly and sadly, just barely stumbling over his words. It bothered her almost as much as her mother's tears had.
"I studied under Allarin for eleven years," Thardik continued, "b-buying a lesson whenever I had saved enough money from other labors. Then, having invested my luck, I came to Liavek to make my fortune…which turned out to be a few coppers a week for doing small tricks in the Levar's Park. What the pot-boil simmered down to, you see, was that I simply wasn't a very good wizard."
"I know," Mardis said, and was surprised at the sympathy in her own voice.
Thardik didn't seem to hear. "I lived that way for many years," he said. "Then, through a chance conversation with a midwife, I learned that Allarin had taught me a spell no other wizard in Liavek offered: a spell to l-lengthen labor, thus endowing a child with extra birth hours. I had never considered the spell a good one, because it prolonged pain; but the midwife assured me that some women's hopes for their children outweighed their dislike of pain."
"I know," Mardis said again.
This time the wizard turned toward her, though his eyes wouldn't meet hers. "Nevertheless," he said, "I found only one woman who was willing to risk it. Her husband had deserted her, but had left t-ten levars on the kitchen table. I took eight of them to perform the ritual.
"The task was difficult, and the results were not what I had hoped. Your birth hours were only slightly lengthened, and what luck you do have is, as you put it, wild. So I haven't performed the spell since."
"You're not telling me anything I haven't figured out for myself," Mardis said, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.
Thardik managed to look her in the eyes now. "Perhaps not," he said. "But there is one aspect of the spell that you d-do not yet know. While in Cabri last month, I learned that Allarin, who died twenty years ago, performed the spell as his final magical act. Apparently he was more skilled than I, for the labor lasted thirty hours."
At this, Mardis found herself intensely interested. She leaned forward, uncrossing her arms, and asked, "Did the child become a wizard, then?"
Thardik shook his head. "No. Her luck was wild, like yours, so rather than attempt investiture, she became a sailor. Then she married a shipmate and decided that she wanted a child of her own, and…"
The wizard's voice died to a whisper, and he turned to gaze out the window again. Mardis stood and grasped his shoulder, digging her fingers into the flesh. "And what?" she demanded.
Thardik trembled and bowed his head. "The b-baby would have been fine, except…the labor lasted two days, and was violent…and she was at sea, and her shipmates couldn't help her…"
Mardis, feeling a chill spreading through her body, already knew what he was trying to say. "They both died, didn't they?" she said. "That spell killed them."
"N-n-no," Thardik said, stuttering badly. "N-not the spell itself. It l-lasted only the length of the labor for which it was cast. But it d-did something to the sailor's luck, imprinted itself s-somehow, and when she herself became p-pregnant…
"P-perhaps as her contractions began, her baby's initial birth luck was channeled through her, which made it wild as well. Or p-perhaps Allarin's original spell actually caused a physical change in her body. It's impossible to know exactly what happened, because the true n-nature of luck itself is still a mystery. We know of certain ways t-to use it, but no one can say why those ways work and others fail—or what the effects of altering it m-might be. So all I'm sure of is that the sailor's l-labor was much too long, and that by the time her ship reached port, it was too late."
Thardik stopped talking, but his tremulous breathing continued to rasp at Mardis's skull.
She wanted to look at the problem as if it were only the sailor's, but a tiny, throbbing knot below her breastbone told her that she couldn't do that. She let her hand fall from Thardik's shoulder, then shuffled backward until she felt the edge of the pallet against the backs of her knees.
"Maybe the sailor's trouble had nothing to do with the spell," she whispered as she sank to the pallet. "Maybe she and her baby only died because she went into labor at sea, with no midwife or healer to help."
Thardik put his elbows on the windowsill and held his head in his hands. "I would l-like to believe so. But when I arrived b-back in Liavek yesterday, I searched for answers and found an old volume. A
Treatise on Undesirable Magical Practices, in the Market. It discusses the spell, warning that 'p-pain and calamity will follow through generations' if anyone meddles with the nature of birth luck. It also says that using medicinal herbs, physical strength, or force of will to prolong labor will not have this effect, for such efforts d-don't alter the essential nature of a child's luck. A spell, however, is another matter."
Mardis felt pinpricks on her arms and legs, as if thousands of invisible insects were stinging her. ''I'm even worse off than I've always thought, aren't I?' she murmured.
The wizard, still holding his head in his hands, said, "Forgive me. I didn't know Allarin was an outcast. I didn't know that one of the spells he taught me had been forbidden. I just d-didn't know."
He gave a shuddering sigh and finally raised his head. "I d-don't expect you to accept that as an excuse. But whatever you may think of me, and whatever I m-may think of myself, neither of us can undo what has been done. You must live with your luck once every year…and you must never become pregnant."
The prickling sensation became an intense burning all over Mardis's skin, and her throat and chest began to tighten so that she could hardly breathe. It
felt as though the walls and ceiling were about to close in and crush her.
She jumped up from the pallet, shoving Thardik away from the window. She had to get outside before the house obeyed her thoughts. She had to breathe under the open sky, to get away—
Thardik grasped her right leg as she began to scramble over the sill. "Child, what are you—"
Mardis kicked back and struck the wizard in the chest. Then, with a convulsive effort, she wrenched herself outside and fell to the pebbled yard. The distance from the sill to the ground was less than Mardis's height, but the shock of the fall was enough to banish the tightness in her chest. As she stood, she was breathing more easily.
Looking back through the open window, she saw Thardik sitting on her pallet. clutching his chest with one hand and pulling at his sparse tufts of hair with the other.
"Are you hurt?" she asked.
The wizard looked out at her with eyes like an old, tired dog's. "N-not as m-much as I deserve," he said. "I know you will never be able to forgive m-me."
Mardis forced a smile. "You old goat-bag," she said with false cheerfulness. "I forgive you right now. I have to go to work, and my sweet rolls would sour if I made them while holding a grudge."
Thardik bowed slightly from his sitting position. "You are too k-kind, dear child."
Mardis lowered her eyes so that he couldn't see the look that had to be in them. "There's one thing I'm curious about, though," she said, trying to sound casual. "Did the book say anything about how the sailor might have avoided her 'pain and calamity'? What happened wasn't her fault. It doesn't seem fair."
Thardik remained silent for a long moment, and when he spoke, he didn't stutter. "Magic is under no compulsion to be fair…but the book does refer to one unlikely solution. If the sailor had invested her luck and then destroyed her luck piece, or if she had been sure to be more than three paces away from it when she went into labor, then the taint of her wild luck could not have been in her—and it was that taint, or perhaps the portion her infant inherited, that affected her labor. But investiture would have been impossible because of her luck's wildness. The ritual requires intense concentration, with no distractions."
Which meant that Mardis had no chance. When she concentrated during her birth hours, all she got were distractions. Exploding apples; bursts of fire; disintegrating chairs. If she attempted investiture, she would try to focus her will on her luck piece only to have it split into a hundred fragments.
She and her baby were going to die.
"Mother will be disappointed," she said.
Then she was running toward the bakery. Karel would be there, and she needed to see his grin more than she had ever needed to see anything in her life.
As she ran, she saw that the left leg of her new pants had torn in her fall. Blood welled from the bare knee, but she felt no pain, and didn't stop to see how badly she was hurt.
Ultimately, she knew, it didn't matter.
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A crockful of lard melted and spilled onto the floor of the bakery kitchen as Mardis entered, and Delfor immediately slipped on it, releasing the sheet of unbaked buns he was carrying. Circles of dough smacked against the ceiling, a wall, and a hot oven just before the metal sheet clanged against the floor.
"How in the name of all the Levar's servants did that happen?" Delfor shouted. He looked up as if expecting an answer, and saw Mardis. "Good," he said, calming. "You can take over the sweet rolls while Karel cleans up this mess."
Karel, who had been working at a table across the room, came over and gave Mardis a kiss on the cheek.
"If anything else happens," he murmured, "you'd better leave. Father's so excited about the money we'll take in tonight that he's making enough mistakes without your luck to help him. Say, what happened to your knee?"
"It's nothing," Mardis said numbly, wishing that she hadn't come, but not knowing what else she could have done.
Karel grabbed a mop and smeared the spilled lard around the floor while his father gathered up the scraps of scattered dough. The two of them looked so normal, so perfectly like themselves, that Mardis wanted to cry.
Karel's mother, Brenn, came up and hugged Mardis with long, floury arms.
"So you said yes," Brenn said happily. "It's a good thing; Karel needs someone to serve as brains. If he starts acting like too much of a child, you let me know, and I'll bash his teeth in. Let's see the bracelet."
Mardis lifted her right arm, and the band of silver gleamed in the sunlight that shone in through the kitchen's three big windows.
"It's lovely," Brenn said. "But then, it should be. I hinted at which one to buy." She leaned closer and whispered into Mardis's ear. "I made sure he saved enough money for when the baby comes."
Mardis's muscles tightened, and a jar of sesame seeds shattered. "All right, then!" Delfor shouted. "They'll be crisp-buns with sesame seeds!"
Brenn didn't even glance back at the noise. "Oh, don't worry," she whispered. "Karel doesn't know, so you can tell him when you like. But I've suspected for two weeks now, because you've been pausing in your work and touching your belly for no apparent reason. You will tell him before you begin to show, won't you?"
Mardis swallowed hard, then took a deep breath. The kitchen's air was sticky and sweet. ''I'll tell him," she said. But how can I, knowing what's going to happen? "I'll tell him when I'm sure."
Brenn thumped her on the back. "Oh, you're sure. I can hear the terror in your voice. But there's nothing to be afraid of, dear. It hurts a little, but it's worth it. Even a knothead child can be a joy. Now, you'd better get to the sweet rolls, and I'd better check my loaves."
She gave Mardis another hug and then strode toward the ovens, being careful to avoid the lard-slick that Karel couldn't seem to get cleaned up.
Mardis walked across the room to the table where Karel had been mixing a batch of dough. If she could stay busy, she wouldn't have to think; and if she didn't have to think, maybe the problem would go away.
The sweet roll dough was too stiff. Karel always used too much flour and not enough milk or cinnamon. That was the trouble with some cooks: they followed recipes slavishly, without using any instinct for what was right, or what might be better.
That's the trouble with some wizards, too, a small voice inside her said.
As she thinned and reworked the dough that Karel had nearly ruined, the voice suggested that Thardik was only partially to blame for her dilemma. There was her mother, of course—but Rashell had only behaved in response to her father's desertion.
So it's really my father's fault … and Allarin's fault …
and Thardik's fault…
She was cutting the resurrected dough into strips now, slashing at it as if it were the fools who were responsible for her impending death.
… and Karel's fault for getting me pregnant …
and maybe even Delfor's fault for fathering Karel!
Two yelps behind her made Mardis turn her head, and she saw that Karel and Delfor were hanging upside-down in midair. As she watched, Karel's mop jumped up and slapped both of them in the face.
"What in the name of luck—" Brenn cried. As if that were a magical signal, Karel, Delfor, and the mop all fell to the floor.
"That does it!" Delfor yelled, sitting up and rubbing his head. "Some wizard's got it in for the Nins' party and is taking it out on us! I don't care how much money's at stake—we're not filling the order!"
Karel gave Mardis a wry look.
She felt awful. If either one of them had been hurt—
"It wasn't a wizard," she blurted. "It's my birthday, and sometimes things happen. I'm sorry."
Grimacing, Delfor picked himself up from the floor. "Sometimes things happen?" he cried. "By the gods, that's putting it mildly!" His expression softened as his eyes met Mardis's. "Well, you can't help it if that's your luck. But if we're to have any hope of getting this order ready in time, we can't have any more interruptions. You'd better take the rest of the day off. I'll pay you full wages."
Mardis gestured at the strips of sweet-roll dough. "But I haven't made the rolls, or mixed the glaze, or—"
Brenn put an arm around Mardis's shoulders and steered her toward the door. "We can take care of all that, dear. Karel, come kiss your wife-to-be and hurry up about it."
Karel left the kitchen with Mardis. As soon as they were alone in the front room, surrounded by display racks and trays, he held her close.
He smelled like lard, and Mardis pulled away.
Karel frowned. "Your birthday 'accidents' aren't really random, you know. That sack of flour exploded when we met because you didn't like me staring at you, and the fire this morning was the result of trying to light a candle. So I can't help wondering about what just happened to me and Father, and whether you're really sorry."
Mardis turned and headed for the main door.
"Are you angry with me about something?" Karel asked.
She paused with her hand on the latch. She wanted to turn back and look at Karel's face, but was afraid of what might happen if she did.
"Yes," she said. "And no."
Then the latch clicked open and she was running away again.
It was only many blocks later, when she was drenched with sweat and panting with effort, that it occurred to her: The fact that she had no idea of how to save herself and her child didn't mean that nobody did.
Foolish men had gotten her into trouble. Maybe a wise one could get her out of it.
Maybe she could find The Magician.
She forced her body into a sprint, dodging the few pedestrians and carts that had ventured out into the afternoon heat. The silver bracelet was brilliant on her wrist.
If he can help me, she thought, I'll give him all I have—my money, my clothes, my hair, anything—except the bracelet. Even if it means my life, I won't give him that.
It was a rash promise, but it made her feel better than she had thought possible. Despite her burning lungs, she began running faster than she had ever run in her life.
A pair of camels bolted away from their owner and charged down the street ahead of her, their ropes and halters flaming to powder.
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Wizard's Row was gone. Mardis searched for it from every intersecting street and alley for three hours, retracing her steps over and over again, to no avail.
She wanted to curse, but was afraid to anger the gods, who already seemed to hate her. She had lived all eighteen years of her life only one street away from the Row, and had walked along it countless times—but now, the one time that she had to find it, it had vanished.
She supposed that she shouldn't be surprised. After all, it was a sunny Luckday, and every magician on Wizard's Row was probably on holiday. Besides, she was still in her birth hours, and there was no reason to expect her bad luck to improve just because she needed it to.
Finally, exhausted, she found herself behind her own home, and went inside to rest for a moment. Neither her mother nor Thardik was in the house, which was just as well as far as she was concerned. She went directly to her room and flopped down on the pallet.
Fatigue was good for her, she decided after a few minutes. It was hard to be panicky when she was dead tired. It was even hard to be simply afraid.
Fear had a nasty way of muddling up her mind so that she couldn't think clearly. She didn't like it, and she resolved that, no matter what her fate, she wouldn't be afraid anymore. It was pointless.
My baby and I are going to die, she thought, and there's nothing I can do about it.
Unless…
It was ridiculous even to think of it. There were only four hours left, which surely wasn't enough time for anyone, no matter how skilled, to perform investiture—let alone someone who couldn't concentrate for ten seconds without the walls crumbling around her.
And if she were to fail, as she surely would, she would sicken and die.
"I'm going to die in about eight months anyway," she said aloud. Her voice sounded weird and hollow, as if she were trapped in an empty cistern.
Still, those would be eight months that she would be able to spend with Karel.
But what kind of happiness could they have when her growing belly would serve as a constant reminder of the death that awaited her and her child?
On the other hand, perhaps they wouldn't die at all. Perhaps the labor would be normal, and…
"Perhaps" wasn't good enough.
She had to invest her luck.
Not here, though. Rashell might come home at any moment and ruin whatever minuscule chance Mardis might have at success.
Don't try to fool yourself, she thought as she hurried out of the house. You aren't afraid that Mother will interrupt the ritual, because you know you've no chance anyway.
You just don't want her to see you fail.
There was only one other place where she would feel comfortable enough to do what she had to do. Delfor, Brenn, and Karel would be away at the Nin reception by now. She ran toward Merchant's Way, and the bakery. Her legs felt as though they were about to snap.
Windows shattered as she passed.
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The door swung open before she could take her key from her smock, and she had to blink the sweat out of her eyes to see who was standing in the doorway.
It was Thardik. Rashell stood just behind him. Mardis had run all the way from home to avoid them, and here they were.
Well, I should at least say goodbye to my own mother, shouldn't I? she thought, and wished that there were some way to see Karel again, too.
Thardik pulled her inside. "Where have you b-been?" he said, his voice quaking. "We were s-sure you would be here, and d-didn't know where to look when you weren't."
Rashell shoved the wizard aside and threw her arms around Mardis. "My child, my child!" she cried. "Why didn't you tell me you were going to have a baby? Why didn't you tell me?"
Mardis felt as though she were in the gray jelly of a dream. "How did you know?" she heard herself ask.
Thardik shut the door. "I g-guessed it this afternoon," he said. "After you asked m-me what the sailor could have done to save herself, I saw that there could b-be only one reason why you would seem so anxious to know."
Rashell was sobbing into Mardis's shoulder, mixing her tears with her daughter's sweat. "I didn't know the spell would do this! I didn't!"
Mardis stroked Rashell's tangled, graying hair, and felt a strange calmness filling her with each stroke. "No one did," she said. "But now that we do, I have to try to invest my luck."
Rashell shook her head violently. "There isn't time! I don't even want you to anymore!"
Thardik stepped close. "She d-doesn't have a choice. Otherwise she won't l-live to see her next birthday."
"I only have a little over three hours," Mardis said, gently pushing her mother away. "And I have to be alone, because—" She paused and looked around the room, frowning. All of the racks and trays had been pushed to the walls, and a circle was chalked in the center of the floor. "I see you've tried to save me some time."
Thardik shook his head. "That's for m-me."
Mardis stared at him. "Why?"
Thardik tugged at a tuft of white hair. "After you left, I t-told Rashell what I'd told you, and what I suspected, and r-realized you would have to invest your luck today. We tried to f-find Wizard's Row then, to ask for help, but it was g-gone. The only thing I could think of then was to buy a small bag of g-gold dust—"
"It cost us everything!" Rashell wailed. "All the money I had in the house, plus all that Thardik had saved from teaching!"
Thardik tugged harder at the tuft. "For all I know, any p-powder might work, but the spell as Allarin taught it to me specifies g-gold, sprinkled in a circle around the entire building."
Mardis tensed. "What spell?"
"One to suppress all m-magical activity inside the encircled building—except investiture—for as long as I c-can chant the ritual."
Mardis's calmness returned. "You intend to tame my wild luck, then," she said.
"But we sprinkled the dust before we realized you weren't already inside!" Rashell cried. "It's probably blown away by now!"
Thardik stepped into the chalked circle and sat down crosslegged, his joints popping. "M-maybe believing it's there will be enough."
Mardis looked at him with new respect. "Are you sure you're up to it?"
The wizard rubbed his knees. ''I'll m-manage, as long as Rashell p-prevents anyone from coming in and b-breaking my concentration."
Rashell strode to the main door and stood before it with her fists knotted at her sides. "Let somebody try!" Smiling, Mardis went to her mother and kissed her, then walked toward the kitchen door. Enough time had been wasted. "One m-more thing," Thardik said. "You should know that the suppression spell won't help you w-with investiture itself."
"I understand," Mardis said, and paused at the kitchen door to turn and press her palms to her forehead. "My thanks."
Then she entered the kitchen. She no longer blamed anyone else for where the gods had brought her. If she died now, Rashell and Thardik would know that she bore them no grudge…and, in fact, loved them.
Karel, though, was another matter. She hadn't parted well from him that afternoon, and if her investiture failed, he might go through the rest of his life wondering whether she had died angry with him.
For him, then—and for herself, and the baby—she had to succeed.
She went to the center of the room, where the lard had spilled earlier, and rehearsed the ritual in her mind. That was one thing, at least, that Thardik had taught her well.
And if Thardik succeeded, she thought, Rikiki knows I should be able to. As long as I don't think about the time.
Faintly, she heard the old man's voice begin to drone in the other room.
The kitchen was filled with soft, reddish light as the low sun shone through the windows, and Mardis's damp skin tingled with warmth. The brick ovens surrounded her like miniature castles, and the leftover smell of freshly baked bread filled her like a breathable liquid. The table beside her held a plate of three slightly overdone sweet rolls, and she took one of the soft, sticky pastries in her hand.
She brought it to her lips and touched her tongue to the glaze, then smiled. Karel had done a good, if not inspired, job.
At that thought, her gaze moved to the bracelet he had given her. It was solid, strong, and brilliant…perfect in its simple elegance.
She had forgotten to ask Thardik for his chalk, so she made a large circle on the stone floor with sifted flour. Then she sat down inside the circle, concentrated on her chosen luck piece, and began to chant.
She had three hours. It couldn't be enough.
"Hah!" Mardis said contemptuously, and concentrated harder.
•
Her luck raged about her like a demon, snarling and spitting venom.
"You think you have me trapped in two circles," it hissed. "The one outside, keeping me from my fun … the one inside, holding me close. But I will fly away as soon as your hours have ended, and they are ending soon!"
Salt stung her eyes, but she couldn't let herself blink. She must keep gazing at her luck piece, must keep her parched tongue chanting the ritual.
"You have scorned me for the last time, weakling Mardis!" her luck cried. "You have made your circle too wide, and your ally is too weak, and when I fly away, I shall be gone forever, and you will die!"
She felt a sudden dizziness, and her luck's wildness surged. Thardik was tiring, his spell slipping. Her luck cackled gleefully.
Her lips cracked, and she tasted blood. But still she chanted, reaching, reaching, reaching to grasp the creature by the tail.
"Die'" her luck shrieked as she caught it. "You may think you have me, but I have fooled you again! I have shattered glass in your path, spilled lard on your head, rubbed flour into your bleeding knee! And just as you think I am trapped, I shall spring away and open the ovens, and the fires will leap out to boil your eyes from your head! What will happen to your baby then, when you're blind and in your grave?"
She tightened her grip, and still the thing tried to squirm away. If she were to falter for even an instant, it would be gone, and there would he no time left to catch it again.
She began to pull it down.
"Mardis!" her luck squealed. "It is
not you who rule me! It is I who rule you! I am your master! Not your mother, your wizard, your husband, your child!"
"No," she said, her chanting finished at last. "I'm my own master. Always have been."
"You will die!" her luck screamed.
"Oh, shut up," she said.
And pushed it into the waiting vessel.
•
Her nose stinging with the stink of burnt flour, Mardis staggered out of the kitchen into the bakery's front room. The sun had set, and for a moment she thought she was alone in the dimness.
Then the faces of Rashell and Thardik came swimming toward her. and she tried to smile. She doubted that it looked right; she was probably incapable of any expression other than a grimace.
Rashell put her arms around her. "Child, you look terrible," she whispered, and squeezed.
Thardik was standing unsteadily in his circle, staring at them with big, watery eyes. "W-well?" he asked. wheezing. He looked almost as drained as Mardis felt.
Mardis tried to smile again. "It's all right," she said, and was surprised at how hoarse she was. "My luck's invested, and my baby's safe. Or will be as long as Mother doesn't break my ribs."
Rashell's grip loosened slightly. "I was so worried," she said, "and now I'm so proud. I can hardly believe you're finally a wizard."
Mardis disengaged herself from the older woman's embrace. "I've invested my luck, but only because I had to. The fact that I managed to do it—barely, and with help—doesn't make me a wizard." She managed a small chuckle. "Even you said that I look terrible. That's how well magic and I get along."
Mardis could feel her mother's relief turn to disappointment. "But you've a talent for it," Rashell said. "Only a natural-born wizard could manage to invest her luck in so short a time, under such pressure."
Mardis's chuckle became an outright laugh. "Desperation isn't talent. I actually started to see my luck as a monster, as an enemy. I don't think that's the right attitude for a wizard. If not for Thardik—"
Thardik coughed and stepped out of the circle. "Don't s-sell yourself short. M-my spell only subdued the distractions a l-little. Your mother's right: Only someone g-gifted could do what you've done. It would be a shame to throw that gift away."
Mardis rolled her eyes. She was too tired to argue.
"I'll make you a pact, Mother," she said. "Give me until my next birthday. If by then you can't agree that Mardis the Baker is as successful and respected as the average wizard, then I'll give magic a try. One year. That isn't too much to ask, is it?"
Rashell looked as though it was too much to ask, but Thardik said, "She needs to learn for herself what's b-best for her, Rashell. Besides, a truly great wizard, as she will be, is worth waiting f-for."
Rashell still didn't look as though she agreed, but she assented. "Very well," she said. "After all, it's your life, and you nearly lost it. I won't complain that you're wasting your skills…for one year."
Mardis leaned against a display rack and relaxed. She didn't believe the promise, but at least the battle was over for now.
"C-come then, wizard Mardis," Thardik said gallantly. "Allow m-me to escort you and your lovely mother back to your home. You are weary, and your b-bed awaits."
Mardis shook her head, and one of her braids stuck to her damp cheek. "I want to wait for Karel, to tell him the news."
"I'm sure he will be p-proud," Thardik said, taking Rashell's arm.
"The pup had better be proud," Rashell said as she went out to the street.
When they were gone, Mardis reentered the kitchen to find a candie. She was a little irritated that Thardik and Rashell had assumed the "news" she had for Karel was that she had invested her luck—as if that were the only thing in her life of any importance.
But then, they had probably also assumed that Karel was already aware of the news that had made the investiture necessary in the first place.
•
As Mardis had hoped, Brenn and Delfor went home to bed as soon as the reception was over. leaving Karel to cart the used serving trays and utensils to the bakery. And, as she had also hoped, he saw the light of her candle and came into the kitchen to investigate.
She was sitting on the floor. in her flour circle, with a sweet roll on a plate in front of her. She held up her bracelet as he entered.
"Do you want it back?" she asked.
Karel looked startled. "Rikiki's nuts, why would I?"
'Two reasons," Mardis said. "One, I've wanted a baby for a long time, so I've managed to get pregnant. I did it on purpose, without consulting you."
Karel sat down in the circle with her and grinned his usual grin. "I helped a little bit, didn't I?"
"You don't mind?"
"I mind if I didn't help."
"You helped."
His grin broadened. "Then I'm pleased as a boiling pot. Besides, I suspected as much. I figured you'd tell me when you got good and ready." He picked up the sweet roll and took a bite. "So, what other reason might I have for dumping you? Besides the fact that you ate two of the rolls I was saving for myself?"
Mardis put the bracelet back on her wrist. "They were delicious," she said.
Karel wrinkled his nose. "This one tastes a little funny. Now, come on—what makes you think I'd ever let you out of our deal?" He took a huge bite of sweet roll.
"Oh, it's not important now." Mardis said. "I just invested my luck, that's all." She scooted closer and put her arms around him.
Karel made a sour face. "You can't eat luck," he said around a last mouthful.
Mardis began to giggle, and then to laugh, and she couldn't stop, not even when Karel finished the pastry and began kissing her.
It did taste a little funny, at that.




"Green Is the Color" by John M. Ford
ARlANAI HAD GONE two blocks down the narrow, empty lane before she realized she"d missed Wizard's Row. Or it had missed her; sometimes the street vanished on a moment's notice. It was never individual wizards' houses that came and went, always the whole Row. She wondered just who decided the issue.
It was a gray, gloomy spring afternoon, matching her mood. She half hoped for rain, though she wasn't dressed for it, in white cotton shirt and pants and a thin flannel cape. Rain would at least be something definite—she could point to it and say, "Look, it's raining, no wonder we're all unraveled."
No, she thought. She didn't need cheap excuses. She needed Wizard's Row, and that meant she needed someone to give her directions.
There wasn't anyone on the little street, and all the houses seemed to be shut tight. Some of the doors were boarded up. But a little way ahead there was a glow of light, a shopfront, two high narrow windows and a high narrow door.
There was a rattle like bones overhead. Arianai looked up. Hanging from a wooden bracket, apparently as the shop sign, was a puppet on a string. It danced in the slight breeze—didn't just swing, but actually danced, throwing out its elbows and knees. The only sound on the street was a whisper of air. There was something eerie about !he marionette, dancing to no music.
Arianai went inside. It was surprisingly spacious within. The narrow storefront was only a third of the shop's actual width.
There were shelves filled with stuffed animals of cloth and fur, dozens of dolls, some with porcelain heads and arms, little ships with linen sails. More marionettes hung on the walls, and kites of paper and silk. A table displayed boards for shah and tafel and other games, dice, decks of cards; on another, two armies of toy soldiers faced each other in precise ranks, brightly painted in the liveries of Liavek and Ka Zhir four centuries ago. There were smells of sandalwood and hide glue, and a faint taste of raw wood in the air.
A long counter crossed the back of the shop. Behind it sat a pale-skinned man with long, slender limbs and very black hair. He was working at a piece of wood with a small rasp. Other tools and bits of carving were laid out on the counter within his reach. Behind him were more shelves, more toys; on the topmost shelf was a wooden train, a model of the one being built along the coast from Hrothvek to Saltigos. It had shiny brass fittings and red-spoked wheels.
"Good afternoon," the man said, without looking up. "Browsing is free. The prices are outrageous." His voice was pleasant without being friendly.
Arianai said. "Excuse me, master…I am looking for Wizard's Row. I seem to have gotten lost."
"You, or it?" said the dark-haired man.
"I'm not certain," Arianai said, and laughed, more from the release of tension than the joke.
"Well," the man said, "the Row is either ninety paces to the right of my door, or else it is not. Happy to have been of assistance, mistress." He held up the piece of whittled wood, blew dust from a hole. He picked up a length of braided white cord and ran it experimentally through the hole.
"That's a shiribi puzzle, isn't it?" Arianai said.
"It is."
"I'd always wondered where those came from. You see the White priests with them, but…"
"But you cannot imagine White priests making anything with their hands?"
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to insult your faith."
The man laughed. "If I had a faith, that wouldn't be it." He put down the wood and cord, picked up another stick and a file, went back to work. He had long-fingered, spidery hands, quick and very smooth.
Arianai turned toward the door. An arrangement of soft toys drew her eye; in the center was a fuzzy camel as high as her knee, with a ragdoll rider perched on the hump. The rider, dressed in the robes of the desert nomads, had one arm upraised, with a yarn whip coiled down it—an ordinary pose, but there was something about the way the person was bent forward, and the camel's neck was bent back, that let Arianai hear the rider muttering and grumbling, and the camel—most obstinate beast that ever the gods devised—well, snickering. The toy was a perfect little sketch of a stubborn camel and its hapless owner, in cloth and stitches and yarn.
Perhaps, Arianai thought, there was luck in her wrong turn after all. "Who makes these toys?" she said.
"I do," said the black-haired man, "when I am not interrupted." Arianai was not certain if it was meant as a joke.
She said, "I am looking for something for a child."
"That is very usual in a toyshop." The man stopped his filing, but still did not look up. "Even if the child is oneself, many years late."
"This is a child who cannot sleep," Arianai said.
"Perhaps a music box," the toy maker said, examining the bit of puzzle in his fingers. "I have one that plays 'Eel Island Shoals' with a sound of waves as background, very restful. Or the flannel cat on the third shelf, beside the carousel…inside it are a cam and a spring; when wound up, it makes a sound like a beating heart. Some people find it quite soothing." The toymaker's voice had warmed. "Then again, all your child may need is something to hold. A woolen monkey, or a satin dolphin. A friendly caution—if the child has lost a pet, or greatly desires some particular animal, choose something different. Toys should not come with bad memories or unfulfilled promises attached."
"Why have I never heard of you before?" Arianai said.
The man looked up. His face was fine-boned, somewhat sharp, with hazel eyes of a remarkable clarity. "Why should you have?" The warmth was gone again.
"I am Arianai Sheyzu."
"Yes?"
"The children's physician. My house is just around the corner."
"Oh. Forgive me for telling you your trade, Mistress Healer. Please browse at your pleasure." He went back to his work.
"The child—her name is Theleme—is afraid to sleep." The toymaker said nothing, but Arianai went on, the words just spilling out. "She fights sleep for as long as she can, sometimes for days, until she falls into an exhausted sleep. And then she screams. Chamomile and valerian are no use at all, and she has become too frail for stronger drugs."
"I understand now why you were seeking Wizard's Row, Mistress Healer. I do hope that you find it."
Arianai bit her lip. "I'm sorry, master…"
"Quard."
"I didn't mean to burden you with my troubles."
"I never accept such burdens," Quard said. 'To the right, ninety paces."
"Thank you." She turned to go.
"Take the flannel cat with you," Quard said in a quiet voice. "It's wound through the seam on its left flank."
Hesitantly, Arianai picked up the stuffed animal. As she moved it, she felt the springs inside loosen and the wooden heart pulse. Something in the mechanism purred softly.
"No charge for the loan," Quard said.
She looked at him. He was looking back, his eyes bright in his pale face like the eyes of a porcelain doll. Arianai tucked the cat under her arm, gave the man a hard stare back, and went out of the shop. Above her head, the sign-puppet kicked up its heels on a fresh wind from the sea.
•
Sen Wuchien was strolling through the Levar's Park when he heard the sentry call midnight. He paused for a moment, shivered, and felt an irrational impulse to touch the vessel of his luck. Instead he simply leaned slightly on his walking stick and thought on his vessel, drawing power into his bones to stop the chill. Foolish to have gone walking on such a chilly night, he thought, but the air was clean and pleasant, if damp. He would make tea when he got home, Red Orchid blend, and share it with his cat Shin; then all would be well.
His magic warmed him. With his empty hand he stroked the air, as if Shin's head were there, and tightened his abdomen, pulling power up to his eyes. Around Sen, the landscape brightened, sharpened. The images of catsight reminded him of an ink-and-water drawing; it occurred to Sen that he had neglected his brushes of late. That was not good. New rituals kept the magic responsive, the power fluid.
He stretched his vision, watched an owl gobbling a mouse, a badger waddling off toward its hole, a pair of lovers in deep consideration. He thought, amused, that he would do a pillowbook painting, the sort young people did, indeed the sort he had done as a young man in Tichen. And the text…
Backs shape heaven's arches
Dark hair braids with fingers
As the tea grows cold.
Sen realized that he was tracing the calligraphy in the air. It was idle, no light trailed from his fingertips; he had moved, but not invoked. He was old now but not yet so careless. He wiped the power from his eyes, let the magic flush of warmth drain away, and walked on.
He heard a musical whistle, turned his head. There was a figure sitting on a boulder, a long white pipe to its lips. Sen Wuchien wondered that he had not seen this one before—he was not indeed so careless. There was power involved here. Sen looked closer.
The person wore a sashed full robe in the classical Tichenese style, all pure white with the sheen of silk, and white slippers. The face was smooth and finely featured, a young woman's or a beautiful boy's, Sen could not tell, with black hair in a long braid across one shoulder. The piper played a few notes, bowed slightly. Sen Wuchien bowed in return.
Sen said, "I had supposed to meet you in Tichen."
The piper gestured meaninglessly with the white flute, which Sen could see was made of a long bone. The bone of what? he wondered. It was too long to be a man's, or even a horse's. Sen said, "Pardon me. I spoke falsely without intent. I meant to say…" But he could no longer recall what he had meant to say.
The person in white stretched out a slim hand, pointing the bone flute at Sen, and spoke in Tichenese. "Come, if you are coming."
Sen smiled at the thought of having some option in the matter, and put his hand on the flute. It was very cold. Sen controlled his trembling without the use of his power, and looked into the face of the white piper.
"Oh," Sen said, "it is you—"
He looked at his hand. It glowed with a cool green light. He tried to let go of the bone flute, but could not. He reached for his power, but his mind was cold and would not move that far. Through the green haze that now wrapped his whole body, Sen looked again at the piper's face, understanding now why he had been offered a choice, and that in fact the offer had been real.
But as the cold caressed his heart, Sen Wuchien thought that he had already made the choice, thirty years ago.
The Levar's Park was large and not heavily patrolled; it was about an hour and a half before the two Guards came by on their rounds. They saw the glow long before they could see what it came from.
•
The next day was still gray, and drizzly as well. The puppet over the toyshop door seemed to clutch at himself and shiver in the wind, and there was a sad drip-drip from his nose and his toes.
Lamps were lit inside the shop; Quard sat near a lamp with a large glass lens that threw light on the doll's face he was painting. As he stroked cobalt blue on the eyebrows, he said, "Did you find Wizard's Row?"
"Yes," Arianai said, "and a strange thing happened there."
"Most who seek Wizard's Row are disappointed if one does not. "
"The Magician at Seventeen and Doctor Twist both recommended you."
"As what?"
"As one who knows something about dreams."
Quard put down his work, wiped his brush with solvent. "In addition to an entire street named The Dreamers', the apothecary at Canalgate calls his boat Dreams. Maydee Gai at the House of Blue Leaves retails them fairly and to most tastes; Cimis Malirakhin is most to mine. Liavek has many splendid theaters, though I do not attend them. I'm a toymaker."
Suddenly a chipmunk appeared from beneath the counter, nodding and chittering, a blue nut in its paws. "Yes?" Quard said to the animal, then, "I quite agree. She has made a mistake." Squeak, squeak? "Yes, Doctor Twist will probably refund her money, but Trav? Never. It would offend his moral principles."
Finally Arianai realized that the chipmunk was a puppet on Quard's hand. "You do that very well," she said, "but I'm not so easily insulted."
"No insult intended," Quard said, now sounding tired. "I only wished to get a point across. Sometimes puppets are better at that than people." He pulled off the glove-puppet and put it on the counter, where it looked rather unpleasantly like a dead real chipmunk.
Arianai said, "You haven't even seen the child."
"I assume that you have confidence in your own abilities as a healer. And you have already named the most noted sorcerer in Liavek, as well as the craziest. What is there for me to look at?"
"It was the wizards who named you."
"So you said. Perhaps I've upset them somehow. They are subtle and quick to anger, you know."
"Surely you must care what happens to a child."
"Because I'm a toymaker? Bad proof, mistress."
"I think you did prove it to me. When you first spoke, about choosing toys."
"As a children's healer, you must know a certain amount about lice and worms. Do you love them?"
She stared at him. He had picked up the doll-mask, and turned the lamp lens to examine it.
"She slept last night, master. With your cat in her arms, she slept for almost the whole night."
"Then you have no further need for me. You may keep the cat."
After a moment Arianai said, "The girl is dying."
"So are we all, Healer—with all due respect to your profession."
For several minutes there was no sound in the shop. Then Quard said, "Did Trav tell you I'd be difficult?"
"Who?"
"The Magician."
"He did not tell me you would be hateful. "
"Trav is like that. Bring Theleme tomorrow at five hours past noon."
It took her a moment to realize what he had said. "There's a long night between now and then."
"True. Five tomorrow."
She felt puzzled and relieved—too much of both to be really angry. "Tomorrow, Master Quard. Thank you."
•
The wizard Gorodain sat in his attic room, contemplating a tabletop. The wood was covered with a disk of glass, etched with a six-pointed star and inscriptions in the language that had centuries ago evolved into the S'Rian tongue. From each of the points of the star, a line led to the center of the disk; above the intersection was a small, darting green flame that burned without fuel or ash. One of the points was empty. Small objects rested on the others: a small bronze mask on a chain, a leather shoelace coiled in a complex knot, an arrowhead, a wooden doll, a silver dagger with a wickedly curved blade and an emerald in the hilt.
The previous night all the points had been filled, a little paper scroll on the sixth.
Gorodain examined the objects on the glass as a man might look over a crucial position in a game of shah—which, after a fashion, this was. The creation of the board, the collection of the pieces, had occupied most of thirty years. This was no time to rush the endgame.
He picked up the mask. It had horns, and finely crafted eyes that were chips of carnelian in onyx. He put it down again on its point, looked out the garret window at the moon rising through torn clouds. It was nearly eleven o'clock. Time to start.
Gorodain concentrated on the vessel of his luck, reached out with an imaginary hand, closed fingers of power on the bronze mask. He began to push it along the cut-glass line, toward the flame in the center.
He met resistance. He concentrated again, pushed harder. The mask wobbled but did not move. Gorodain felt his strength draining away. He ceased to push.
He raised his right hand, brushed his smallest finger against the boss of the ring he wore. A small blade, no bigger than a fingernail trimming, flicked out. He drew back his left sleeve, spoke some words, and nicked the skin of his arm. A drop of blood fell into the green flame.
The flame guttered, flattened, pooled on the glass. A darkness appeared, and Gorodain looked into it. He saw a man with pale skin, lying on a narrow bed, one arm thrown out straight, the hand clutching the bedpost.
So, Gorodain thought, the key was not yet fully in the lock, the door was closed to him tonight. It was possible still for him to send another nightmare, perhaps force the issue. But that would cost more of his already depleted magic, and the ritual of feeding the flame was exorbitantly costly. There would be time. He had waited thirty years; he could wait another day. He made a gesture and the flame went out.
•
It had rained all day, and by five in the afternoon showed no sign of stopping. Arianai and Theleme met no one on the street except a pair of cloaked and disgruntled City Guards, who looked after them as if bewildered that anyone would take a child out on a day like this.
They sloshed and bustled down the side street—it didn't seem to have a name posted anywhere—to the sign of the dancing puppet, which now stood nearly still, just shivering in the wet.
There was no one in the front of the shop, though lamps were lit. "Master Quard?" Arianai said. There was no answer. A small light came from a door behind the long counter.
Arianai took the damp cape from Theleme's shoulders. The girl was five, or perhaps six, but her face was ancient, hollowed under cheekbones and dull, unfocused eyes. "Wait right here, Theleme," Arianai said. "I'll be back in just a moment. Don't go anywhere, now."
Theleme nodded. Arianai went behind the counter. "Master Quard?" she said into the dimness beyond the doorway.
"No farther," Quard's voice carne back softly. "How did the night go?"
"The cat did help," Arianai said. "She slept for a few hours—but then she began to scream again."
"All right. Go back to her. I'll be out."
Arianai did so. She saw that Theleme was slowly looking around the walls of the shop, at the toys. Perhaps, Arianai thought, they had made an opening; perhaps the key was in the lock.
Quard came out. He wore a long robe of blue and yellow, with a matching skullcap. Without a word, he went to the windows and lowered the blinds. The lamps were already lit. Then he bowed low to Theleme, and settled down to sit cross-legged on the floor before her, his clothes billowing around him. The effect was at once clownish and impressive.
"You would be Mistress Theleme," Quard said in a respectful tone.
Theleme nodded.
"I am Quard Toymaker, Quard of Dancing Wood, and your friend the healer Arianai has brought you to me, through the storm and the cold and the wet, because I need your help in a thing."
"Yes, master?"
"Sit down, mistress." Quard spread his arms above his lap. Theleme looked at Arianai, who nodded. Theleme sat down, cradled on Quard's knee.
"Now, mistress," he said, "do you know of the Farlands? The Countries of Always-Cold?"
"Anni has told me stories."
Quard shot a curious glance at Arianai, then said, "There is a princess in the Farlands—just about your age."
"What does she look like?"
"I have never seen her," Quard said, "but they tell me she has yellow hair like yours, and violet eyes like Mistress Anni's, and the pale skin of all Farlanders."
"Like yours?"
"There you have it. Now, mistress, the princess is to have a birthday soon. Lean close to me." He whispered in Theleme's ear, and she nodded gravely.
Quard said, "Now you understand how important this matter is?" Theleme nodded again. Any Liavekan, even the youngest, understood the seriousness of revealing a true birthday.
"Now, mistress, comes my problem. The princess must have a gift for her birthday. But there are so many things in my shop, and I know them all so well, that I cannot choose one for her. Do you think you can help me?"
Theleme put a finger to her mouth. She turned again to Arianai, who smiled and nodded.
Quard helped Theleme stand up again, and she began to wander around the shop, looking wonderingly at the toys. She put out a hand hesitantly, drew it back.
"Please touch," Quard said. "You will not break them."
Theleme searched among the toys for a third of an hour. Arianai caught herself fidgeting; Quard just sat, smiling crookedly, his hands crossed in his lap.
Arianai noticed that the backs of Quard's hands were entirely smooth, without a single hair. His face was just as bare below his eyebrows, without the shadow of a beard. Was Quard a woman? she wondered. The flowing robe made it difficult to tell. Not her business, she supposed. If this succeeded, she did not care if Quard was a troll.
Theleme had picked up a toy and was bringing it to Quard. It was the soft camel-and-rider Arianai had seen on her first visit. Quard held out his hands and received the doll. "Why, this is it, Mistress Theleme; that is just the present for the princess. I never would have guessed it." Quard stood up in a fluid motion, holding the stuffed toy in both hands. "Perfect, perfect. I must arrange at once to send this to the Farlands."
Theleme looked up at him, still as a sculpture, watching with dead eyes as the toy camel left her.
Quard turned away, then spun full circle, his robe floating out. "Wait," he said, and sat down again. "Come closer, mistress."
Theleme did so. Quard said, "My eyes are not what they once were, you know. Will you look closely at this toy, very close, and tell me if anything is wrong with it? A princess's gift must be perfect, you know."
Theleme took hold of the toy, began to minutely examine it. As she did, Quard reached slowly to the back of her neck, began to rub it. Theleme leaned over the soft camel. Quard stroked downward. Theleme's head tipped forward and was pillowed on the camel's hump.
Surprised and a little alarmed, Arianai said, "What did you—?"
"Let nature take its course," Quard said softly, and then pressed a finger to his lips. He leaned close to Theleme and said, "They will ask me why, you know. Not the princess—she will be delighted, I am sure—but all the lords and ladies at court, they will want to know, 'Why that toy? Why a camel?' Surely you know how lords and ladies are, when they see something that is special to you. They always want to know Why."
Eyes still shut, Theleme said, "Yes, Master Quard."
"Tell me what the princess should say to them."
Theleme said, in a startlingly clear voice, "The green man is there. He has to go away."
"Is the green man bad? Is that why he has to go?"
"He wants to hurt the princess. He wants her to die."
"Do you see the green man, Theleme? Is he here?"
"Yes. Yes!" The child struggled. Arianai bent forward. Quard hugged Theleme and said, "Look away from the man, Theleme. Look away. Do you see something coming there? Do you see a camel, and a rider? I think they're coming. Do you see them?"
"Yes…I see them."
"And does the rider have a whip? Can you see the whip in the rider's hand?"
"Yes."
"Look, Theleme! The rider's reaching down for you. Catch the rider's hand as the camel comes by. Quick, now! Catch it!" He gripped Theleme's hand in his own.
"I have it!"
"I'll pull you up now!" He tugged gently at Theleme's hand. "Hold tight, hold tight! We have to ride fast!" He slipped his hand around Theleme's waist.
"I'm holding, master!"
"Now, we must ride for the green man. You have to be brave now, Theleme, for we must drive him out. Do you see the whip in the rider's hand?"
"Yes, I see it. I'll try to be brave."
"Very well. Here we come. And here comes the whip." Quard gestured to Arianai. She raised her hands and clapped them as hard as she could. Theleme twitched, but held tight to the stuffed camel.
"Here it comes again!" Crack!
"Is he running, Theleme? Can you see the green man run?"
"Yes! He's running! He's running away…" Theleme's voice faded, and she relaxed in Quard's arms. He rocked her gently.
"I think she will be better now," he said finally. "Here—can you take her?"
Arianai did, and Quard stood up, the stuffed toy under his arm. He put it in Arianai's arms beside Theleme, who cuddled it without waking. Then he walked to the door. "I'll go up to the corner and get you a footcab. There must be an enterprising few of them out in the slop." He opened the door, letting cool air in from the dark outside. "Well. It's stopped raining."
"Quard, I—"
"I doubt she'll remember the story about the princess as any different from the rest of the dream. If she does, tell her that I made another camel, just for her."
"Quard."
"Let me get the cab. You don't want to carry her home, do you?"
"I wouldn't mind. If you carried the camel."
"'I'll carry the child if you carry the camel.'" Quard's voice was suddenly fiat. "That must be the punch line to a joke, but I don't remember it."
"Come and have tea. I'd like to talk to you."
"What, and wake Theleme with our pillow conversation?" sounding more sad than funny.
"Do you have other appointments?"
"There's your cab," Quard said, in a tone that made Arianai hug the child tight. He went running out the door, and was gone for minutes, and minutes, the door wide open. Then a footcab did appear. Arianai went to meet it, found the driver had already been paid. But Quard was nowhere in sight. Arianai closed the shop door and rode home. She put Theleme to bed, the camel still in the child's grasp, and then sat in her office making notes on the case and rereading medical books that had been dull the first time. Finally, at almost midnight, she went to bed, and her sleep was very sweet.
•
Shiel ola Siska blew through the narrow bronze pipe, sending a narrow jet of flame from the spirit burner onto the tinned wires in her left hand, brazing them to a circular copper plate as broad as three fingers. She tongued the blowpipe, spraying fire around the copper, producing a pleasing rainbow finish on the hammered metal. She slid her fingers to the other end of a wire, bent it around, then fused it to the plate. Another wire was curved and twisted over and under the first before being brazed in place; then the next, and the next.
The end product was a copper brooch bearing a coil of wires, tangled, complex, yet pleasing in form. The purpose of the item, the ritual, was antimagic: When luck was driven through the brooch, spells cast at the wearer would be ensnared in the coil, their energy twisted and untuned and dissipated. Certain spells, at any rate. "The most crucial of magics," ola Siska's instructor had taught her, "is the illusion that wizards are infallible, but their customers can foul up any enchantment."
And as with any magical device, it was temporary; it would lose its luck on ola Siska's birthday, or with her death. No wizard could truly create. A true adept could bind luck into a thing and make it truly magical—but only once, for the bound magic was gone from the wizard forever. The brooch was just a brief diversion of luck, as a spinning top that could stand impossibly on its point until it slowed and toppled.
Ola Siska stroked her finger across the wires. They played a faint series of notes, not quite music. She snuffed the spirit burner, took the brooch to a table covered in white linen. A high window let the light of the three-quarter moon shine upon it. She took up a pair of forceps, and with them lifted a small silver casting of a spread-eagled, naked man. She started to lower it into the nest of wires.
There was a slight rumbling beneath the floor. The copper brooch bounced into the air. rolled across the linen, and fell to the floor, where it kept rolling. Shiel muttered darkly and turned to catch it as it wheeled away—had she been thinking of spinning tops? Was that why the thing was acting so—
The brooch bumped against metal with a little tinny clink and fell over. The thing it had struck shifted; it was a boot, of lapped bronze plates.
Ola Siska looked up, slowly. Above the boot was a bronze greave, a knee-cover, then, resting on the knee, a jointed bronze gauntlet. The hand pushed down, and the knee levered up, and the figure of a man in full metal armor stood up, a bronze man shaded green with verdigris. His breastplate was heavily engraved with intricate designs, and his helmet bore winglike flanges at the temples. Its crown nearly brushed Shiel ola Siska's ceiling beams.
His faceplate was a mirror-finished sheet of metal, without features, without holes for sight or speech or air.
Her throat felt tight. So it had not been time and chill night air that had taken Sen Wuchien after all, she thought. She should have known.
She should have been told!
The bronze man walked toward her, holding out its hands. Ola Siska saw that its forearms were spiked down their length, like a crab's arms. She was quite certain that the jagged metal points had not been there a moment ago.
She flexed her hands. If she had not been at work, there would have been a ring on every finger, half a dozen bracelets on each of her wrists, each one the ritual of a spell. But she still wore amulets, around her neck and ankles, in her hair. And most important, she had the vessel of her luck safely on her person.
She caught her full skirts in her hands, swept them upward like a butterfly's wings, then released the cloth and touched a square pendant of interlaced steel and glass rods.
As the skirts fell, a circle of something like stained glass, though impossibly thin for glass, appeared before her. Grainy color radiated from the center of the disk, and thin black veins.
The bronze man collided with the colored disk. There were showers of sparks where his armor touched it. Ola Siska reached to the top of her head, pulled out two long golden pins. She raised her hands and breathed deep, feeling the power rise from her vessel to the pins.
A bronze gauntlet punched through the disk in a spray of colored fragments. Cracks shot through the glass, and in a moment it collapsed to the floor, and evaporated.
Ola Siska stiffened, but did not break the incantation. She threw the two pins. They flew true as arrows through the air, and pierced the bronze man's hands, nailing them to his breastplate. Ola Siska raised her right fist, slammed it into her left palm, and the pins shone with unbearable blue light, hissing as they welded themselves into place.
The bronze man struggled to pull his hands free, as Shiel ola Siska groped through her boxes of jewelry for the proper ritual device. There was a grating noise, then a rhythmic clinking, like a music box but deeper and flatter. Ola Siska seized a bracelet and turned.
The bronze man's arms had fallen off at the shoulders, and dangled from his chest by the nails through their gauntlets. From the sides of his breastplate, another pair of arms, thin and rodlike, was folding out, oiled cables gliding in grooves along their length.
Ola Siska dropped the bracelet—no use now to sever the thing's legs—and turned, and ran, out the door and into the night. She could hear the clanking of the bronze man behind her, and could not help but waste a moment in looking back: There were now spikes and hooks and blades down all its limbs, and steam hissed from its joints.
She ran up the street, trying to keep a grip on her thoughts and her skirts, unable to order her luck with the brazen thing behind her. She seemed to feel a dull red heat from it, but that was only in her mind, surely in her mind—
She paused, leaned against a doorframe, turned to face the thing. It was twenty paces behind her, taking slow long strides. There was no steam, no furnace glow, and even its steps were not overly loud; it had a sort of quiet dignity as it came for her. She held up a hand in a warding gesture, saw that her fingernails shone brilliantly green.
Into the pit with dignity, she thought, and hiked up her skirts and ran. She heard the clank of metal behind her, dared not waste the time to turn but knew it was gaining. Could it tire? Metal fatigue. she thought, with—irony? Ha, ha, ha.
Suddenly she thought of a place to run, a thing to run for. She had cast the spell away uncast, and now—
She stretched luck down to her right foot, felt the anklet there rattle and loosen. There was no time to stop, take the thing off, do this properly; it had to be timed just right—
Ola Siska kicked off the loop of silver. It sailed out before her, spinning, expanding from a bracelet to a belt to a loop broader than her shoulders; it struck the pavement; she leaped into it—
And landed on her hands and knees, gasping, half the city away, where Park Boulevard met the Street of the Dreamers. The shop called the Tiger's Eye was dark, its awnings folded. There was only the slight glitter of street lamps on the items behind its windows.
Shiel tried to stand. She couldn't, not yet; the spell had drawn most of her strength. She was terribly cold. And her nails and knuckles were greenly luminous.
She pushed herself upright and went to the door of the shop, groped at her belt for a gold-and-silver key that hung there. She rubbed the pendant, pulling hard at the last of her luck.
Her hand spasmed and the key fell on its cord. Of course the shop would be sealed against magical entry. She pounded on the door, still short the breath to shout.
Behind her was a sound like a key in an unoiled lock. She looked into the dark shop. and in the glass saw the bronze man reflected, tall and shining and severe. his arms stretched out to her.
Ola Siska leaned against the door. With just a moment to recover herself, she could break the glass, reach through…no, that was too obvious, the inner holt would require a key. There was no sign of a stirring within, no lights, just a twinkling like stars on crystal and silver and brass. Only an inch of wood and glass between her and that whole constellation of life.
Something blurred her view: It was her face, shining green in the glass. Was that truly the way it was, then? Was she really so tired of running?
She turned, leaning back against the door, hands on knees that glowed greenly through her skirts. She looked up at the bronze man, who stood above her with his metal hands outstretched. His face was green as well…no, it was just her reflection.
"Come," said the bronze man, his voice rasping and twanging like a saw cutting wires, "if you are coming."
"I could have run farther still," she said, breathless but with dignity. "I could." She held out her hand, but remained sitting, so that he would have to kneel to her, like a courtier and not a conqueror.
Which he obligingly did.
•
The sun came out the next morning, in more ways than one; Theleme woke wanting breakfast, and almost smiling. Arianai gave her some buttered toast and juice, knowing the child would be hungry but that her stomach would be in no shape for a heavy meal, and then they tossed on light cloaks and went for a walk along the canal.
As they crossed the lower bridge, they ran into a cluster of people on the street, around the Tiger's Eye, and a line of Guards keeping them away from something. Arianai recognized the officer in charge, a tall, hawk-faced woman with straight black hair, and walked up to her.
"Hello, Jem."
Jemuel, captain of the Levar's Guard, turned. "Hi, Anni." More softly she said, "Keep the little one away. It's not nice, what's over there."
"Can I help?"
"Not any longer, Anni. It's another green one."
"What? A Green priest?"
"Another glowing one—you haven't heard? The half-copper rags have been full of it."
"I've been busy, and you know I don't read the rags."
Jemuel said, "We've got two wizards dead in three nights. Not a scratch on either of them—but the bodies are glowing green as fireflies."
"Just a moment, Jem." Arianai led Theleme over to a baker's cart, bought her a sweet biscuit for distraction, then went back to Jemuel. "Glowing? Magic?"
"What it seems. Funny, though, you should even have to ask—Thomorin Wiln said that phosphorus could make a body glow so, but he tested, and there wasn't any, nor any other poison he could find. Phosphorus, imagine that. More ways to die than you'd think, eh, Anni?"
"Who were they?"
"Um? Oh. Two nights back was that old Titch who lived up on the canal, Wuchien; found him in the park. And this morning when Snake opens up, she finds Shiel ola Siska glowing on her doorstep."
"Snake," Arianai said distantly, thinking of Snake's skill with the camel driver's whip she always carried, thinking too of a rag-stuffed toy.
"—so there it sits," Jemuel was saying, "one not far from his house, the other a long way the wrong side of the canal; a man, a woman; a Titch and a Liavekan—no pattern to it except that they both did magic, no motive, no sense. And an ola Siska dead, so the nobility are demanding that Somebody Do Something." She sighed. "Guess who."
"Captain?" It was a young Tichenese, Snake's assistant Thyan. "There's kaf."
"Enough for one more?" Jemuel said, indicating Arianai.
"Of course. Hello, Healer."
"Well…will Theleme be any trouble in there?"
''I'll take care of her, mistress," Thyan said. "Part of the job. Do come in."
Jemuel and Arianai sat in wicker chairs, by a tiny brass table with the porcelain kaf service; Snake, wearing an embroidered abjahin with the long whip coiled incongruously at her waist, leaned against a cabinet, stroking her cup, looking as if she wanted to pace. Arianai recalled that the shopkeeper had quietly put out word that she was to marry shortly. Death on the doorstep must have been quite an intrusion.
"You did know ola Siska?" Jemuel said.
"Of course I knew her. Everyone involved with jewelry did. But I never carried much of her work. Mostly she sold through Janning Lightsmith, sometimes the Crystal Gull."
"Too expensive for your trade?"
"Thanks, Jem."
"Well?" Jemuel said, not apologetic.
Snake gestured with her fingertips. "Not to my taste. Shiel had a particular fondness for…well, strange images. Skulls. Human figures twisted up. And sharp edges: she showed me a necklace once that…" Snake ran a hand around her throat.
Arianai said, "There's a market for that?"
Snake said, in a more relaxed voice, "There's a market for everything. I'm no prude; I'll sell you a poison ring, or a pendant with a hidden dagger. But Shiel ola Siska's work seemed to…celebrate death, and pain." She looked around the shop, at the multitude of trinkets and oddments that crowded the place. "Let me show you something," she said suddenly, went behind the counter and brought out a velvet-covered tray. She raised a spherical pendant on a fine gold chain. "This is one of hers. I bought it for the craftsmanship, before I quite saw what the thing was."
The pendant was an openwork ball of gold and silver pieces; the gold bars were straight, the silver ones coiled.
"It's a shiribi puzzle, isn't it?" Arianai said. "What's that in the center?" She put her finger to the pendant.
"Careful!" Snake cried, and Arianai stopped her hand, just as she saw that the object within the shiribi puzzle was a silver figure of a man, curled into a fetal position with one arm outstretched.
Then Snake's hand shook, and the metal sphere bumped against Arianai's fingertip; and the ball collapsed on its silver springs, into a tight knot of white and yellow metal from which a pale hand emerged in a gesture of pure desperation.
"Kosker and Pharn!" Jemuel said.
"It'll certainly be salable now," Snake said, "dead artists and all that. But I've wondered ever since I first looked closely at the thing, would I want to do business with anyone who'd buy it?"
"You think it had anything to do with ola Siska being at your door last night?"
"I've told you already, Jem, I don't know why she was there."
"And you didn't hear her knock."
"If she knocked, I didn't hear it." She put the pendant down. "There was a privacy spell on the bedroom last night."
"Thank you for saving me the question," Jemuel said. "Anni? Something wrong?"
Arianai realized she was still staring at the shiribi puzzle. "No, nothing."
From several corners of the shop, clocks began to strike nine. Jemuel said, "Pharn's teeth, it's three hours past my bedtime. If anything occurs to you—either of you—as a clue, you'll let me know, right?"
"Of course."
"Sure, Jem."
"Thanks for the kaf. I'll sleep better for it." She waved and went out of the shop, jingling the porcelain bells above the door.
Arianai said, "Snake, you sell some toys, don't you?"
"Sure. Want something for the little girl you've been—"
"No, I…have you ever bought from Quard?"
"Quard? Yes, some marionettes. He makes the best string puppets I've ever seen. He'd have a reputation and a half, if his shop weren't harder to find than Wizard's Row in a dust storm."
"Hard to find…"
Snake put her hand on Arianai's shoulder. "Are you sure there's nothing wrong, Anni?" They locked eyes for a long moment, and then Snake said gently, "Oh. Yeah. Me, too…guess you've heard." She smiled, a little sadly. "It does make it harder to look at death, doesn't it?"
Arianai nodded and went out. In front of the shop, Thyan was demonstrating eat's cradles for Theleme, who watched in amazement as the knots appeared and vanished. Arianai said, "Time to go, Theleme. Thank you, Thyan," and handed the young woman a copper.
"I shouldn't take this," Thyan said. "It's part of serving the customers…"
"I didn't buy anything."
"Oh. I guess it's all right, then." Thyan grinned. From within the shop came the sound of a single clock striking nine, and Snake's voice calling, "Thyan!"
"Oops," Thyan said, "see you later," and ducked inside.
Theleme held up her fingers, tangled in brown string. "See, Anni? You pull, and snap she closes!" She tugged at the figure.
"Yes, dear, I see," Arianai said, and licked her dry lips. "Let's go home, now, and you can nap."
•
"Well," Quard said as Arianai entered the shop, "you are by far the most regular customer I have ever had." He had some of the miniature soldiers arrayed on the counter, with books piled up to represent hills and a blue scarf for a river.
"Tell me about shiribi puzzles," she said, trying not to look at the little metal men.
Quard shrugged. "They involve rods and strings. The object of the puzzle is to take it apart, and then to reassemble it." He went to one of the shelves behind the counter, took down one of the puzzles; it was the size of a small melon, of dark oiled wood and white cord, with a blue glass ball caged inside. "Some, like this one, have a thing inside them, which is supposed to be 'freed,' but the problem is the same."
"Where do they come from?"
Quard looked up. "Toymakers, when they're not being interrupted."
"I mean—"
"I know what you mean. I was being hateful again. I don't know who invented them, but they're old, several thousand years at least. And most of them come from the far West, beyond Ombaya." He turned the puzzle over in his fingers. "The White priests have decided they mean something important, and wear them as symbols of whatever-it-is."
"You make them for the Whites?"
"I haven't yet. But then they haven't asked me."
"Have you made them to order?" she asked carefully.
Quard blinked his clear light eyes. "I was once asked to make one as a cage for an animal—a chipmunk, say, or a large mouse. I'd seen them before; the puzzle has to be made of something the pet can't gnaw, of course, but it can easily be fed through the openings, and when it runs for exercise the cage rolls around on the floor, which also cleans it…however, this customer wanted a bit more. The puzzle was to be designed so that a mistake in opening it would crush the animal to death."
In her mind Arianai heard the snap of metal. "Did you build it?"
"Is it any of your business if I did?"
She said slowly, "Do you know Shiel ola Siska?"
"The jeweler-mage. I know she's dead."
"It only happened this morning."
"They print the half-copper rags so fast these days, isn't it a wonder?" He put the puzzle back on the shelf. "Time I was going back to work. Theleme is well?"
"Yes. Theleme is well."
"I don't suppose I'll be seeing you anytime soon, then. Do come back if you need a toy." 
"I'm still interested in shiribi puzzles."
"Well." Quard took down the puzzle again, spun it between his palms. "There really isn't much more to be said about them. Do you know the match take-away game, where a player can always force a win if he knows the right moves? Well, there's a general solution to these, a set of moves that will unravel any shiribi. Once you know it, they're no fun any longer."
"Any of them?"
"Quite simple and obvious, once it's occurred to you." He brought the puzzle down on the countertop and smashed it to pieces.
"Quard—"
"You did ask me for an answer, Healer. There it is. Good day."
•
Gorodain looked over his glass gameboard. The bronze mask was gone now; the flame had been almost greedy to receive it. The key was in the lock, and turned.
There had been a great deal of news-rag speculation on Shiel ola Siska's apparent attempt to break into the Tiger's Eye in her last moments. Gorodain was not displeased. It would confuse and distract the temporal authorities in looking for an answer, which they would not find. He had acquired the small mask from Snake's shop some years ago, through a series of intermediaries, all of them now comfortably dead; even if Snake should recall the item's sale, there was no way of tracing it to him. And the thing itself no longer existed.
It was just like ola Siska, Gorodain mused, to try to dispose of the thing by selling it, casting it to the winds of luck, so to speak; it was Shiel's habit of playing with sharp things that had brought her into the circle to begin with.
Just as it would be the pretty young healer's boldness that would bring them together, that would open the bottomless spring of death and let it flow. There were, in round figures, three hundred thousand living human beings in Liavek. Three hundred thousand deaths! The thought alone was wine to the senses.
Gorodain reached his magic to the carved glass and touched the knotted shoelace.
•
Teyer ais Elenaith lived in the entire top floor of a squarely dull old building in the Merchant's Quarter, fronting on the Levar's Way. The ground floor was occupied by a firm of admiralty lawyers, and the level between was packed with the lawyers' files and records, so that no one but the occasional tired clerk or nautically inclined mouse ever heard the thump of a foot from above.
The loft was one large room, closets and a tiny bath chamber along one wall, heavy trusses and skylights overhead. Folding screens could fence off sleeping or dressing areas as needed. On the walls, dancing shoes and performance props, canes and bells and caps, hung from pegs. There were several full-length mirrors and a balance rail, and in a corner were a stack of music boxes and a large metronome.
A few sweet-scented candles were burning, but most of the light came from the moon through the skylights. All the folding screens had been set up on the studio floor in rectilinear boxes and corridors. Moonlight, direct and from the wall mirrors, added panels of silver light and black shadow to the maze.
Teyer ais Elenaith leaned against the wall, arms folded, one foot on the floor and one on the wainscot, examining the puzzle she had set up. She wore a loose shirt over trousers, all crimson silk of Tichen, with a broad leather belt, something she had once fancied on a sailor's hard body, riding low on her hips. Her dancing slippers were red kid, laced around her strong slender ankles. A nine-strand braid of gold wire wrapped twice around her long throat; a compromise, but one had to keep one's luck vessel within three steps—ordinary steps, not dancer's leaps—and make certain it didn't go flying during a particularly active movement. Probably the reason there weren't more dancer-magicians; of course, it also required a bit more working room than most rituals. She looked up at the ceiling beams; ais Elenaith was not a tall woman, barely five feet, and still the trusses were inconveniently low at times. Better, she supposed, than having columns interrupting the open floor.
She went to the corner and set the metronome ticking, its brass pendulum catching moonlight on each beat. She took a few loose-jointed steps, rolled her shoulders. One, she thought to the rhythm. Two. One, two, three.
She leaped into the shadow-maze, landing on the ball of a foot barely a span from one of the screens. She arched her back, stroked her hands down the screen without touching it, spun on her toe and sidestepped, froze again, leaped again.
Ais Elenaith worked the maze with her whole body, threading through it start-stop-turn-leap, moving ever faster, coming ever closer to the screens without touching them, the smell of sweat mingling with the candles, the only music the tick of the metronome, the steady chord of her breathing, the bang of her feet on the floor, all in harmony.
She came through the maze, stepped, stretched, then repeated it, faster. She came through and repeated, and now there was music in the loft, instruments called up through the luck around her neck, cittern and hammered harp and horn. Once again and there were bells and drums; once again and there was a chorus, and sparks showered from her hands and feet as she moved.
Once again, and she saw him, standing by the metronome, in front of the mirror, which did not reflect him.
He wore trousers tight enough to show every muscle—every one—of black silk that glistened in the moonlight, and around his broad bare chest was a leather harness with small gold bells, as the temple dancers of eastern Tichen wore. One gold earring, one bracelet, one anklet. He was barefoot, and his hair was tied back like a sailor's.
So, ais Elenaith thought, was this why so many went willingly? But she was more than a heart and a will. He would have to dance for her life. She spun, clapped her hands, stepped again into the maze, hearing the temple bells chiming behind her.
Step, turn, pause. Her music was now a bright passage for horn, counterpoint to the golden bells. One, two, leap, four. She waited for him to falter, to touch the maze. He did not. Perhaps he would not; it was not necessary. Arch, step, pivot, kick—
Her foot snapped out, and a panel swung on its hinges, slamming closed against another with a crack and a streak of red fire. She danced on, two, three, kick, and another screen closed up.
She circled the maze of screens, kicking higher than her chin, shutting the panels like a puzzle box, luck in her throat like the lump of arousal. Sweat spattered from her as she moved, the droplets crackling with waste luck. The candle flames were drawn toward the center of the room.
The spell drew close. Ais Elenaith cartwheeled heels-overhead three times and drove both feet into a painted wood panel. The screens all collapsed, one on another with a crescendo of slams. All the candles blew out.
Teyer ais Elenaith wavered on her feet. There were no more sounds of footsteps or bells or music, nothing but the metronome's tick, tick—
It stopped beating.
Ais Elenaith turned. The man held his finger on the pendulum. Then he held out his hand, palm up; he did not have to speak. She knew an invitation to the dance.
She bowed. She pulled the metal braid from around her neck; it only chafed, and she was out of magic for this night. It was a strain on the strength, so much more than dancing. She pulled the lacings of her kid slippers, kicked them off. Teyer ais Elenaith took the offered hand, and saw pale green light shimmer and bounce from the mirrors in the loft.
She began to dance. There was no hesitancy in it; she had always called hesitancy the death of the dance. And it was not hard at all, even without her luck. The stiffness that she had tried to ignore these last years was gone truly. She moved with her partner like two hands at the same task, and she danced for joy—what other way is there?
They spun to the door, and kicked it open, and moved lightly down the stairway to the moonlit street. The partner held out his hands, and she leaped into them, was lifted into the clear night sky. Something fell away from ais Elenaith, the last concealment of the veil dance she had done so long; it crumpled beneath her feet but did not hinder her step, the green light of its bones through its flesh only a backlight to her firework movements, as she danced away from Liavek with the partner she had always known would come.
•
The House of Responsible Life was a boxy building at Liavek's northeast corner, between the Street of Thwarted Desire and Neglectful Street. Though not far from a city gate, it was not in a heavily traveled part of Liavek. So the occupants of the House, the religion whose color was green, did see the crowd around them.
The Green order did not do anything at first. It was not their way to do anything: They were a faith of sworn suicides, concerned only with fulfilling all their earthly obligations and responsibilities before making an artistic exit from life. This was not too clearly understood by most Liavekans, and crowds had stared at the House before. The Order simply took no notice; there was work to do in the House and its gardens.
They noticed the first stone through the window.
Suddenly there were more stones, and angry shouts. Glass was breaking, and people were running, and wood splintered. A hole was battered in the garden fence, and bodies crowded through, trampling vines and crushing fruit, doing more damage by accident than design. Someone tossed in a little pig, which ran about rooting and squealing.
At the front of the House, a novice came out of the main double doors and hurried to close the window shutters; a shower of stones drove her to cover. Voices were loud and without meaning. Someone lit a torch. The crowd, some fifty people, moved forward.
The front doors opened again, and a man in green robes came out. He was not tall, with long hair and large brown eyes in a soft face. He walked down the three green steps, and went straight toward the mob, to the man holding the torch. Missiles shot past him; he ignored them.
The Green priest put both hands on the burning roll of papers and jerked it out of the holder's grip. He threw it down and stamped on it.
The crowd faltered, fell back a step. They muttered in a low rumble that was not quite speech. The Green priest stood still. The crowd started to surge forward again.
There was a gunshot, and then a voice: "All right, that's enough!" To one side, pressing in on the crowd, was a line of City Guards in gray. Most had swords out; a few carried flintlock shotguns, clumsy but able to splatter men like thrown tomatoes. The shot and the voice had come from a Guard captain with black hair and a fierce expression. Her double-barreled pistol was still leveled, and people were backing away from her as from a plague carrier.
The crowd was breaking up, people colliding with one another, drifting away from the House, falling down, getting up and running.
It was over almost as quickly as it had started, the street emptying out as the line of Guards pressed forward. The Green priest had not moved. The captain walked up to him.
"Hello, Verdialos," Jemuel said. "Nice morning."
"I can recall better," the priest said, "and worse." He turned to survey the damage to the House, then walked quickly to the bush where the novice was still huddling. "Are you hurt, my dear? No, that's good. Go inside now, and tell Cook I said to give you two honeycakes and some strong tea." He turned back to Jemuel. "The gardens?"
"I've got some people back there." She took her pistol off cock and put it away. "Dialo, I realize you're sworn to kill yourself, but weren't you trying rather hard at it just then?"
"Oh," Verdialos said, and his eyes went very round and white. "I didn't…well, it was their stoning the girl. It made me angry."
"Angry. You? If I put that in the report, no one will believe it."
"Would you then also put down that my order takes complete responsibility for the green deaths, so that won't be believed either?"
 
"We're doing what we can, Dialo. Do you want guards full time?"
"I'll put it to the Serenities, but I don't think so. It might only encourage another mob. We were fortunate today." Jemuel nodded. "I wanted to tell you that I've been put on special duty to deal with this green mess. No offense."
"None taken. If we learn anything, of course we'll let you know."
"Thanks. Dialo."
"Thank you, Jem. Good death to you."
"I'll just say good day, thanks."
Jemuel took a footcab back to the Guard offices in the Levar's Palace; the runner grudgingly took a city credit slip for the fare, but insisted on a cash tip.
Jemuel made out the reports on the night's dirty work and the incident at the House of Responsible Life. The riot—she had to call it that—was really bad news; the Regent would want to know if Liavek were being pushed to the edge by the deaths, and the truth, that in a city of three hundred thousand you could get fifty people together to throw rocks on any excuse at all, would not reassure him a bit.
Only three deaths, she thought. More people than that died every night in the Old City, of starvation or other sharp edges. But these were all wizards, and even people who knew better—like other magicians—tended to think of wizards as immortal. And it was certainly a creepy way to go. Sen Wuchien's body was four days cold in the morgue, with nobody to claim it, and still glowing. Somebody wanted to keep him on the slab, to see how long he did glow. There was a typically morgue-ish joke about saving money on lamp wicks.
Her pen was starting to wobble. So this was special duty: she was supposed to end her shift with the end of the night watch, and here it was morning with a vengeance. She shoved her chair back from her littered desk, put her feet up, and closed her eyes. Immediately there was a knock at the door.
Lieutenant Jassil put his red-haired head in. "Captain? Someone here to see you. It's Thyan, from Snake's place."
"Sure, Rusty."
The Tichenese girl came in. Jemuel gave her forehead a pat in greeting. "What news, mistress?"
Thyan held out a small shiny thing. "Snake thought you'd want to see this."
 
Jemuel looked at the object. "Fhogkhefe," she said.
Thyan giggled and blushed slightly. "That's a good one, Captain."
Jemuel said, "You speak Bhandaf?"
"I work in Snake's shop, Captain. I can swear in sixteen languages."
"Come visit this office on a holiday night, you'll learn sixteen more," Jemuel said. "Come on, let's go talk to Snake."
•
Quard was reading when Arianai came in. He put the book down, said, ''I'm sorry about yesterday. I was upset."
"Would you like to tell me what you were upset about?"
"No."
She nodded. "I guess the apology will have to do, then. Would you mind talking about Theleme?"
"She's not ill again?"
"No. She's fine. I wanted to ask—you seemed to slip into her dream so readily."
"You wondered if I knew something about green men?" Quard said, an edge in his voice. "Green men who kill?"
"That's not it at all," Arianai said. It was at least halfway the truth. "I was wondering…if we could work out where the nightmare came from, so she could be protected from having it again."
Quard nodded. "All right. What's the girl's family like?"
"She doesn't have one. She was left as an infant at the House of Responsible Life—"
"The suicides' order?"
"Yes, of course," Arianai said, startled. "I don't know why. Perhaps the person who left her misunderstood the name of the order, thinking it meant 'those who take responsibility for the living,' or somesuch."
"That is what the name does mean," Quard said, "in Sylarine…Old S'Rian."
"There's such a thing as Old S'Rian?"
"Everything has a past," Quard said softly. "What did the Green priests do with the child?"
"They thought about taking her in as a novice of the order. But it was decided that if she were raised entirely within the House, she could never come to an unbiased decision about her own death…isn't that odd, that a religion of suicides should be so particular about who actually dies?"
"Every faith excludes someone from paradise."
She laughed in the hope it was a joke. "Do you know, I cannot remember ever having heard of a member of the House actually taking his own life?"
Quard said, "They may not, until they have severed every link of responsibility to the rest of the world. The order isn't about death, really, but breaking links."
"There's a difference?"
"Yes, there is. That is another reason they would be unwilling to adopt a child, you know. Someone would have to take responsibility for her, and be bound again to life. To willingly take on such a bond would be practically apostasy."
Arianai paused. It was so hard to read anything from Quard's tone of voice. "Arc you a member of the House?" she said.
"I once considered it. But we were discussing the child."
·'Yes… They gave her to the Levar's Orphanage. She lived there for five years. Until she began to sleep badly. Could the Green order have been the source of the 'bad green man' in her dreams?"
"It seems so obvious. But it was five years between the time the Greens had her and this…disturbance? You're certain of that?"
"Yes, certain."
"And she was only in the House of Responsible Life for a short time."
"A few days, I was told."
"Then…no. Surely that can't be it. Not with the dream so strong."
"Does it mean something?"
"No," he said, too quickly.
"You don't think—"
"Do you intend to adopt Theleme?"
"What? Well, I'd thought about it…or find her a foster family—"
"I think the best thing you can do to protect her from nightmares is to do just that. The Levar's Orphanage is, I'm sure, a fine place, but it surely can't be better than loving parents."
"I think you're right."
"Thank you. Now, please, I need to get some work done."
"All right, Quard." She held his hand: he looked at hers as if he were not certain what it was for.
•
When Arianai got home, Jemuel was sitting on the doorstep, in her officer's uniform.
"You're up early," Arianai said.
''I'm up late. I sleep when there's a chance these days."
Arianai said, ''I've found a cure for—" and shut her mouth.
"So I hear. What does your gentleman friend do nights, Anni? Beggin' your right to privacy."
"Jem, do you know how long it's been since I've had a…gentleman friend?" She tried to laugh, but it came out forced and high.
"Your little patient told Thyan. Thyan's not very good about secrets."
"Third-hand gossip, Jem? Are you really so short of clues for your two dead wizards?"
"Yes. And it's three. The Hrothvek dancer, Teyer ais Elenaith, was found last night, in the middle of the Levar's Way." Jemuel reached into the pouch at her belt, put a small cool object into Arianai's hand. "Seen one of these yet?"
The item was a glass skull, not much bigger than the end of Arianai's thumb, filled with green liquid. The crown of the skull seemed to be threaded in place. "What is it?"
"Poison. Fast and neat. I'm told it doesn't even taste too bad." Arianai sat down on the step next to Jemuel, with rather a bump. "Where are they coming from?"
"At last a question I can answer. Remember Old Wheeze the glassblower? His son, Little Wheeze, came up with the first ones. He claims it was his girlfriend's idea. Now there are five glassblowers turning them out so fast that there's a shortage of green poison. They're dyeing white poison…Pharn's fangs, I didn't mean that pun."
"But what's the idea?"
"Random green death, according to Little Wheeze's girlfriend. If you never know when you're going to suddenly glow green and drop dead, well, why not carry your own?"
Arianai looked at the skull. "And are they actually using these?"
"Not yet. I'm not going to worry until they stop shocking the grownups. When that happens, the kids'll need a new shock. And then we might be in trouble."
"Are you going to do anything about it?"
Jemuel produced another of the skulls, tossed it in the air and caught it. "Legal age to buy poison in Liavek is fourteen. So far, that's been strictly observed. There's no legal minimum to carry poison, because who would have passed such a dumb law? And if you use the thing, you can't be charged with much, except maybe littering, or blocking a public sidewalk, which come to think of it we're guilty of now. Move along, please, mistress."
They stood up. "We did," Jemuel added, "put the lid on a fellow who wanted to do them in rock candy and lime."
Arianai shook her head. "Would you like to come in for tea and a biscuit?"
"I'd rather come in for tea and a clue…. Anni, I do need help. Is there any chance that this friend of yours knows anything?"
"I don't think there is."
"Are you not thinking there is, or can you provide him with an alibi?"
"Jem, there's a line. Don't cross it."
"All right," Jemuel said, sounding nearly sorry. "I'll see you around, Anni. Say, what's your luck time?"
"Three hours. Why?"
"You might want to study magic. I think there's going to be a shortage." Jemuel went off down the street, juggling a pair of glass skulls and whistling "Positively Cheap Street."
•
Prestal Cade thought that her life had a rather marvelous symmetry to it: she had become a magician on her fifteenth birthday, successfully forcing her magic into a wooden doll in one long and nervous night. Then for forty more years she had practiced the mysterious and confusing art, leaving her birthplace in Ka Zhir for some time at sea, a few years in the Farlands, a few more in Tichen, before finally arriving in Liavek to stay as a quiet practitioner of the luck-craft.
She worked through dolls, composing her spells in carving and painting, dressing and detailing them; as a result, her magic was mostly involved directly with people—cosmetic spells, protection from hazards (while at sea, she had crafted a doll of cork, whose spell preserved absolutely from drowning), and the occasional bodily complaints, though always with the assistance of a healer.
And of course there had been the special doll, her part of the spell that they had all cast together, that was now coming back to them all and dressing them in green.
Well, she thought, that completed the symmetry. For after fifteen years without magic, and forty with, she had had fifteen again without. Fifteen years ago there had been a man who was jealous of her luck, her dolls, her craft. Durus had loved her, she still did believe that; she was convinced that it was because he loved her that he found the vessel of her luck and broke it, set her magic free so that all her spells failed at once.
Prestal Cade had been walking home from the greengrocer's when it happened. She felt her heart squeezed, she fell and was sick into the gutter as fruits and cabbages rolled away from her. So this is it, she thought, the knock at the door and me without my magic to answer it. But the Liavekans on the street, used to the vagaries of luck, knew better than she what was happening; someone, she never knew his name, gathered up her groceries and led her home.
There she found Durus on the floor, a knife in one hand and a small cedarwood doll without its head in the other. Had he only waited a few more months, the break in his heart would have healed, and the patch she had put on could have failed without harming him; but Durus was always impetuous.
He had not, of course, destroyed her vessel on her ill-luck day; on any given birthday since that night, Prestal Cade could have stuffed her luck into some new vessel, been a practicing magician again. But she had not. She was, she thought (when she thought about it at all) becoming old, and would inevitably start using magic to confuse that inalterable fact. She had seen all the places she had meant to see, except the Dreamsend Hills (and who ever got there?). She would only begin to repeat herself, another this, another that, another Durus.
Still, there was the one small thing, each night.
Prestal Cade stood in the largest room in her not-large house, as she did every night just before midnight. The only furnishings were a chair just big enough for her, and a table just large enough for a teacup and a cake plate. The rest of the room was filled with dolls, more than three hundred of them, tiny dolls made from a single piece of wood and some as high as her waist, with jointed limbs and eyes that moved; dolls clothed as kings and jesters, sailors and fops, heroes out of legend and beggars from the Two Copper Bazaar. Some of them had been spell dolls, a luck-twisting purpose in their every feature, but most of them came after that. If not for those she had sold or given away, there would be twice as many of them in the room.
For most of those in Liavek who knew Prestal Cade, she was the Doll Lady, had never been the Doll Witch. It was, she thought (and this she thought rather often) a satisfactory name to depart with.
She looked among the dolls on their shelves, took one down. It was a little lady as tall as Prestal Cade's forearm, with a porcelain head and arms and a cloth-stuffed body, under a long, full gown of blue velvet. It had been the style of court ball dresses two centuries ago, preserved in children's stories. Prestal Cade adjusted the hem of the gown, saw that the tiny fur slippers were securely in place. She stood the doll on the floor, and waited for midnight to strike.
A wizard who could invest, but did not, had one trick left: on the minutes of each day corresponding to the moment of birth, the power flashed by. Only a little luck, the most immediate of all the instant magics, but sufficient, perhaps, to hold the line between power and the void.
The hour came by. Prestal Cade felt her luck rise. She reached out with it.
The blue velvet doll straightened up, began walking in stately fashion toward the door. When she reached it, she raised a porcelain hand, and the door swung open. The doll curtsied to the figure beyond the door; Prestal Cade bowed.
The doll did not rise. The moment was gone. Prestal Cade looked up, smiling. The room was already suffused with green light.
•
"Verdialos, you're crying."
"Oh. Am I?" His eyes went wide, which stopped his tears. He was sitting in the dining hall of the House of Responsible Life, over a cup of cold breakfast tea and a half-eaten slice of melon. "I'm sorry, Serenity." The title did not mean a great deal; the hierarchy of the Green Order was loose at best. It just was necessary to have something to call the people with more authority than others.
"Don't be sorry. Do you mind telling me what the matter is?"
"I was just told that Prestal Cade had died. Did you know her?"
"I don't believe so."
"She was a dollmaker."
"A wizard?"
Verdialos smiled slightly. "She had been. But her vessel was destroyed. "
"Oh."
"Well, no, not like that, not quite like that, Serenity. Her luck was just freed, not lost. She could have reinvested, but she didn't. "
"Do you know why?"
"Not so well that I would be comfortable saying so." He picked up his piece of melon. "I was there the night her luck was freed, you see. It was fifteen years ago, and I was just barely a novice of the Order, and I saw this woman fall down…. " He examined the melon rind. "She had a bag of groceries."
"Groceries. "
"I picked them up for her. I remember thinking, as soon as I'd sorted out what had happened, that I should convert this woman to the faith, that I should at least preach the truth to her…"
"But you didn't?"
"No, I didn't. There was so much going on at the time, you see."
"And now the woman is dead, and it's too late to preach to her. You shouldn't cry over what can't be mended, Dialo."
''I'm not," Verdialos said plainly. 'Tm sad because I've lost something, and I can't decide whether it's a reason to live, or to die." He shook his head. "One would think after fifteen years as a priest I'd be beyond such ambiguities."
''I've been a priest rather longer than you," the Serenity said. "If it weren't for ambiguity, what need would we have for faith?"
Verdialos nodded. "Thank you, Gorodain."
"That's what I'm here for," the Serenity said, and started up the stairs to his attic room. "That's what we are all here for."
•
Arianai went looking for Wizard's Row, and was rather surprised to find it present.
Present, but scarcely all there: in place of the usual outlandishly styled houses. there were plain stones, shuttered windows, and silence, except for a raw wind blowing dust and trash up the street.
Number 17 was on this day a modest stone dwelling with lead-paned windows that admitted no view. A small enameled sign by the doorway arch carried the street number. The knocker on the heavy oak door was of black iron, and as Arianai reached for it, it rattled of itself and the door swung open.
Arianai entered a narrow corridor with a worn red carpet, hazy light filtering through small windows high up. The passage led to a room with one small lamp on a table: it was otherwise so dark that the objects on the walls, the walls themselves, were uncertain.
In a large leather chair next to the lamp sat The Magician. He wore a long red gown with brocade trim, black leather slippers. His face was difficult to see in the glare of the lamp, but his hands were as youthful as always. His small silver-blue cat was in his lap, the fat black one curled up at his feet.
"Arianai," he said, and that was all.
"Magician. "
When he did not answer, she said, "Your hospitality is usually better than this."
"Times are usually better than this."
"What's the matter with the times? It doesn't seem to me to be a bad time at all. Unless of course you're a wizard."
"You are acquiring a bitter humor, Arianai. I wonder from where." His voice was that of a very young man, but it was shot through with ancient weariness, so terrible that she had to pause before answering him.
"You sent me to Quard."
"I referred Theleme's case to him. There is a difference."
"I'm tired of hearing about all these subtle differences! Is Quard involved with the dead wizards?"
The Magician was silent.
"You want a fee?" She threw a handful of silver on the floor.
The sleeping cat jumped up and ran away into the darkness. She took a step forward. "I think you're scared. You're afraid you're going to die, too."
"Young lady," The Magician said firmly, "I know that I am going to die. It taunts me every year with its presence. I ceased to be afraid of it before your several-great-grandparents were conceived." He stroked his cat. "That is why these…colleagues of mine are dead: because they had no fear."
More quietly, Arianai said, "Is Quard a murderer?"
"No."
She licked her lips. "But is he the wizard-killer?"
"There is no way to answer that question in a way you will understand. "
"Then tell me enough to understand! Please, Magician…Quard said your name was Trav."
"I've thought about changing it." He sighed. "What you are seeing now are the last in a long series of actions. Call them moves in a game. The object of the game is power…a power as much greater than our magic as the sun exceeds this lamp."
"Are you playing the game?"
"At present, only observing it."
"So who are the players?"
"Originally—thirty years ago—there were seven. Their leader's name was Imbre. He was an extremely powerful wizard, with a luck time of almost two full days. There was, in fact, a time when he might have become The Magician of Liavek in my place. But he had an obsessive streak in his nature that led him into…experiments. And not long after the start of the one that interests you, he died."
"Did you kill him?"
"Thank you for your confidence. His closest associate in the seven killed him, fairly or not, I've no idea."
"And took over."
"There was nothing for him to take over."
"But you said the power—"
"It is not that kind of power. Not something that any of Imbre's group—or all of them together—could use or control to their own ends. All they could do was release it on the world."
"And if they did?"
The Magician said nothing.
"And if they did?"
"Do you pray to a god, Healer?"
"I…pray. Healers do that quite a bit."
"And what happens when you pray to whatever god it is? Does some actual being use its power to touch you back? Or does your own wish, your own prayer, give shape to some abstract power?"
"What difference does it make?"
The Magician made a gesture over the cat in his lap. It began to rise, levitating almost in front of The Magician's face. The cat seemed to enjoy it, curling and stretching in midair. "I reach into myself and do this," he said, "but I am not a god."
"How do you know?"
The cat sank back into The Magician's lap, presented its belly for scratching, and was rewarded. The Magician said, "Because I look back and regret my wasted efforts. Only mortals look back."
"Is Quard mortal?"
"If you cut him, he will bleed. But Quard is also a gateway to the power that Imbre's seven reached for."
"He has the power?"
"No one has the power!" The Magician's voice softened. "Because Quard has a mind and a will, he may not simply be walked over. Think of his will as being a lock on the gate. Imbre's successor has spent thirty years assembling the key to that lock."
"And the glowing dead—they're the first light coming through the keyhole?"
"Spoken like a wizard."
"But if you know all this—if you've been 'observing the game'—why in all the gods' names haven't you done something?"
"Because I believe that the play will fail, and by interfering I would do no good and might cause many more deaths."
"All right! Tell me what I can do."
"You have already done it," The Magician said tiredly. "You put the key into the lock."
Arianai stared. "I…what did I…do you mean Theleme?"
"Imbre fathered Quard to gain access to power. Imbre's successor fathered Theleme to gain access to Quard."
Arianai's throat clamped shut. The Magician just sat in his darkness, stroking his cat.
Finally she said, "Theleme…? The…green man is her father?"
"Planted in her dreams for Quard to find."
"But you sent me to Quard!"
"I sent you back to Quard. His sensitivity to dreams is real. Theleme would have died without him, and the unlocking process would still have begun. Now do you start to understand just how complex this game is?"
"Tell me the rest of it! Please."
"The rest of it is Quard's story. He will have to tell you."
"You could tell me more, but you won't."
The Magician sighed again. "I could tell you to leave Liavek, to have nothing more to do with Quard, but you won't. That is one mistake that I have made, and am bitterly sorry for: I forgot what it meant to be lonely, and not be proud of the fact."
"At least tell me the name of the green man."
"If I tell you, you will go to him. If I do not tell you, you will discover it anyway. "
"Then you might as well tell me."
"No. I will not. So that I may pretend that my hands are clean. Good day to you, Healer Sheyzu."
The lamp went out. After a moment of darkness, Arianai found herself standing on Healer's Street, at the intersection with Wizard's Row; but the intersection, and the Row, were gone.
•
"I've been to see Trav," was the first thing Arianai said to Quard.
He did not look up from the piece of wood he was whittling. "On first-name terms with him now? That's good. Did you get your money's worth?"
"He told me you were involved with…some sort of power."
"I thought Liavekans always called it luck."
"Don't be hateful to me, Quard."
"I'd be glad to do it in your absence."
Arianai breathed hard. "Forgive me for wearing sandals," she said. "If I'd known the self-pity ran so deep around here, I'd have brought my boots."
Quard put down the rasp. "That's not a bad line."
"The Magician said I was learning."
"How long is your luck time?"
"What?"
"I didn't ask your blessed birthday, just the span of luck. How long was your mother in labor?"
"A little more than three hours."
"Not long for a Liavekan," Quard said.
"My family are healers, not magicians," she said. "We don't believe in prolonging pain."
Quard said, "Then you know that it is done."
"Of course. A student magician has access to power only for the duration of his mother's labor. I've heard of it being stretched out for forty, fifty hours." She shook her head in disgust. Then she thought of what The Magician had said about Imbre—two days' luck—and shivered.
"Is labor pain really as terrible as all that?" Quard said, with a sort of distracted curiosity.
"It is."
"Then to extend it for…say, twelve days…that would be a very bad thing, wouldn't it."
She stared. "Twelve days?"
"It would have been twelve weeks, if they could have done it. Twelve months, if only they could have. Imagine that: an unending luck time. But it does leave the question of one's ill-luck time, at the opposite pole of the year. I think they might have been satisfied with six months and a day…just to see what happened on that day when luck and counter-luck overlapped. An irresistible force and an immovable…" He gave a nasty, barking laugh.
"But your mother—twelve days? That's impossible!"
"No. Not impossible. With drugs and magic and clever surgeries, not impossible for the pain to last that long. But impossible to survive, yes." His voice rose. "My father and his little clutch of wizards stretched my mother's pain until there was no more flesh to cover it. And then, as she was dying and I was being born, just when any human being would have thought the obscenity could not be increased, they cast a spell. It took all seven of them, because the luck of a birthing woman is overwhelming—how else do you think the thing happens? These seven people, with enough power between them to have done anything, anything their souls desired, they, they—" He gestured wildly. "—they stopped my birth instant, my mother's death instant, and we hung there, me struggling to be born, she struggling to die, for an hour from midnight—"
He fell forward on the counter, sobbing without tears. He reached up and clawed at his hair, pulling the wig away, displaying a skull utterly smooth but for a few strands of false hair stuck in spirit gum. He tugged at an eyebrow, and it came away as well.
"Quard—" She reached around his shoulders.
'Three of them—" He shuddered, pulled away from her arm. "Three of them were women."
"Quard. You have a will of your own."
He straightened up. "A small one…. I destroyed my vessel of luck, years ago. It was almost harder than the investment had been. I did it at the wrong time, though. The luck is only loose, not gone."
"As long as you use your will, your mind, no one can use you. The Magician told me that."
"You don't understand. I was created for a purpose."
"I don't doubt your power. But the power belongs to you. No one else can use it, if you don't let them."
"No. No. That was the experiment, but not the experiment's purpose. Do you remember when we talked about the Green faith? And I mentioned what its name meant, in the old language?"
"Yes."
"When that language was spoken, the Order was different from the one you know. Now they spend their time plotting their own deaths—and rarely succeed. But not so long ago, they contrived the deaths of others, and they did achieve them. Do you see?" He leaned toward her, and his clear light eyes shone feverishly. "Death as an art form. The death of the whole world as their masterwork." He stood up, turned away from her, braced his hands against the wall as if to keep it from collapsing upon him. He took a deep breath. "My father didn't want a powerful magician, you see. He wanted to create a god. To have Death as his own obedient son."
Arianai went around the counter, put her hands on his knotted shoulders. "But he failed," she said gently.
"No!" He twisted away from her, pulling the shelf from the wall. A shiribi puzzle and a stack of alphabet blocks crashed to the floor. "No, he didn't! The death is in my soul, just waiting to come out in the world. Don't you see? Don't you know who the rest of my father's gang were? Sen Wuchien. Shiel ola Siska. Teyer ais Elenaith. Prestal Cade. All of them dead, and still they control me. I've killed them, in my midnight dreams, and I'm still the slave of their wish." Quard stared at the shelves of toys, and began to sweep them aside. Puppets were tangled and broken, music boxes spilled their tinkling clockwork, porcelain dolls shattered.
"Stop it, Quard," Arianai said firmly. "Do you think I haven't seen an unhappy child throw a tantrum before? I said, stop it."
Quard's shoulders slumped. He looked up. There were tears and dust on his face, and he smiled, a joyless doll's smile. "Tantrum? It's midnight, Mistress Healer. Allow me to show you a tantrum such as gods throw."
He stretched his hand toward a pile of ceramic bits that had been a doll's head. There was a flicker of green, and a small tornado swept the pieces into his palm. He closed his fingers around them, and squeezed; green light leaked from his fingers, and the bones showed through the skin. The hand relaxed. He flipped something to Arianai, and she caught it.
The object was a perfectly formed porcelain skull just smaller than an egg. She threw it down. "Come home with me," she said quietly. "I'll change your dreams."
"What, in bed?" he said incredulously. "Wrestle and gasp and pledge the world, and then wake up counting the days till the world ends?"
She was too angry to turn away. "I'm not frightened, Quard."
"Then you're stark mad." He circled around her. "I can't stay here any longer," he said. "If I can't get away from my destiny, at least I'll be the death of someplace less than Liavek." He went into the back of the shop, paused in the doorway. "The toys are innocent," he said in a hollow voice. "Give them to children who will love them."
The door closed, the latch clicked. Arianai knocked at it, called to Quard, for half an hour. Then she went home.
Theleme was sleeping fitfully, tossing and turning. Quard's stuffed toys were beside the bed, apparently knocked aside by Theleme in her sleep. Arianai wound the spring in the flannel cat, listened to the soft beat-beat of its wooden heart, put it carefully against Theleme's chest. Theleme curled her arms and legs around the cat. Her breathing quieted.
Arianai picked up the camel and rider, carried them from the bedroom into her office. Some of the stitches on the rider's hood had broken, and it was askew; Arianai straightened it, put the toy on her desk. She poured a cup of nearly-cold tea, sat down behind the desk, and looked for a long time at the stuffed beast and its harried driver. As ever, the cloth tableau made her want to laugh out loud.
But she didn't. She put her head down on her arms and cried herself to sleep.
•
When Obas came to Liavek from Ombaya, he brought with him six shafts of ebony from the tree behind his house. The tree was old, and strong, and lucky; it had been planted on the grave of Obas's thrice-great-grandfather Udeweyo, a mighty wizard of earth and air, and the black tree's roots and branches kept his luck alive. Obas's mother had gone out into the yard where the tree stood to give birth to him, done the labor that gave Obas his birth luck on the ground that fed the tree, in the shade of its leaves.
Obas shaped his luck in the making of arrows, and when he left home his mother gave him the blackwood shafts, sealed in a pouch of moleskin, saying, "These are for no ordinary magic, not for wealth and not for power, not for the people of the lands you visit, for their own trees in their own earth will be strong enough for that. Someday, my son, you will need the luck of the house you were born in; these will touch you to Udeweyo's luck."
That had been fifty years ago; and in that span Obas had been hungry and poor, and he had been afraid, and he had needed luck that had not come to him; but he had not touched the ebony shafts.
Tonight the moleskin pouch was open and empty, and Obas was crafting the last of the six black arrows.
Their points were silver, and their flights were from a red flamingo, taken without harming the bird. The smooth black wood was carved with words and symbols, the carvings then rubbed with a mixture of herbs and Obas's blood. Each arrow had a name, and the names were Seeker, Binder, Blaster, Blinder, Flyer, and Slayer. Each arrow had a purpose—and the purpose would come for Obas at midnight, but Obas would meet it armed with ancient luck.
Just before midnight he put the arrows in a quiver and strapped it to his back. Around his left wrist he tied a band of oxhide. He put on a short cloak of skin, and went out into the Levar's Park in the city's northwest, the place where Sen had died. He did not have to go to the park; he did not have to go to his opponent at all. He knew that he could be found. But he wished to meet the enemy in the open, under the sky, earth under him. Sky and earth might strengthen the gift of Udeweyo's luck; Obas did not know. But if he was to die, let it be in the room he was born in: the room of the world.
The park was quiet, and bright with the light of the nearly full moon. Obas smelled damp grass and cedarwood, heard a fly buzz past his ear; he turned, but the fly—if fly it had been—was gone. He was alone.
No, he thought, feeling luck stir in the soles of his feet, not alone.
Obas drew out the first arrow, the one named Seeker. The vessel of his luck, a broad silver arrowhead on a cord around his neck, was cool against his chest. His heart was slow and his breathing was even. He twirled the shaft in his fingers, filling it with his luck. Little lightnings flashed from the silver head down the shaft, making the carved chants glow, sparking from the red feathers.
With a snap of his wrist, Obas cast Seeker. It flew from his fingertips, trailing behind it a ribbon of silver light. The ribbon arched, bent, dove. Then Seeker began to whirl, spinning a ring, a braid, a column of light. The arrow struck the ground, its magic spent, and fell apart in black ashes.
Within Seeker's windings stood a tall warrior with a shield and a spear. He wore a striped skin, and his own dark skin was painted with figures of white and red and yellow.
In Ombayan the warrior's name was Barah. He was the First Hunter, the one who had learned to use wisdom to overcome prey stronger than himself. Obas felt suddenly old, and weary. and small. At the same time, he had hope: he did not fight an inisha, the wind or the earth, but the Hunter, who though a god had been a man. Barah could fail. A hunter might abandon the kill, if the prey proved too strong.
Obas raised the arrow Binder, spun it. It flashed and flew. striking the earth between Barah's feet. The shaft swelled, and sprouted branches, growing into a tree with its trunk at Barah's back. The branches reached for Barah's arms, the roots coiling to trap his legs. Barah struggled, but the tree drew luck from earth, and held him.
Obas drew the next arrow, Blinder, gave it magic, and cast it. It whistled like a diving shrike and flew toward Barah's eyes. The Hunter tried to raise his shield, but the branches pulled his arm aside. Blinder reached his face, and opened into a hood of blackness that tightened over Barah's head, covering his eyes, his ears, his nostrils, his mouth, so that Barah's face was a smooth ebony sculpture, all senseless.
Obas raised Blaster, whispering his luck into it. The silver arrowhead grew warm against his chest. The luck was there, the luck was strong. Hunter and prey had changed their skins. Obas cast the arrow, and it flew for Barah's chest.
Blaster erupted in fire that flowed down Barah's body, along his pinioned limbs, melting the skin from his bones. Dark flesh fell away, and the bones beneath showed green.
The fire spread to the binding tree, haloing it in the night. Bark began to slough from the branches, dripping thickly, like black mud.
Where the molten bark struck the Hunter's bare green bones, it clung, shining red over black over green, clothing the bones, muscling and fleshing them.
Barah stretched out his new limbs, still held in the tree's branches and roots, and tightened his new muscles. The tree groaned. Barah bent his back, and brought the tree up by its roots.
Earth fell away from the dead tree's roots, and tangled in them, Obas could see white bones: the skeleton, he knew, of Udeweyo, the breaking of his luck.
The First Hunter shook off the tree as a man throws off a cloak. Its trunk and Udeweyo's bones crunched together into black and white splinters. Barah struck his spear on his shield and took a step toward Obas.
Feeling his heart pound, his lungs strain, Obas raised Flyer. He cast the arrow, and as its flights brushed his fingers he grasped the feathers. Flyer lifted Obas, carried him into the sky.
He was afraid, he was fleeing. Could it be cowardice? The prey was too strong.
Far below, Obas saw Barah drop his shield to the ground, stand upon it. The wind rose, rippling the grass. Barah's shield rose on the wind, carrying him aloft. Barah raised his spear and flew after Obas. Together they soared above the housetops of Liavek, curving over the shining pan of the sea, riding the wind toward distant Ombaya.
Barah rose above Obas, stood on air, a dark shape against the moon. His spearpoint flashed in the moonlight. He threw the spear.
Obas raised his left wrist. The band of hide around it began to grow, until it was a shield. Obas raised it as the spear flew toward him.
Barah's spear struck Obas's shield, and pierced it.
And stopped, the spearhead barely two fingers' breadth from Obas's heart.
Obas let the shield and spear fall away. They caught fire, a green shooting star toward the roofs of the city. Obas grasped his last arrow, the one named Slayer. He pulled at his magic until his heart burned, and then he cast the spell. Slayer shot burning at Barah's heart, and the First Hunter's shield was between his feet and the wind.
Barah reached out and plucked Slayer from the air. As he held the arrow, it seemed that neither he nor Obas were flying, but simply standing, two men face to face in the darkness. Obas looked into Barah's eyes. The hunter was mighty. The prey was not.
"Come," said the voice of Barah, louder than the wind, "if you are coming."
The moonlight took on a green cast; Obas looked at his open hand, empty of arrows, and saw that the green light came from him.
Barah cast Slayer back at its maker.
Obas's vessel of power melted, and the liquid silver trickled down his skin. If he cried out, it was lost on the wind. He lost his grip on the arrow Flyer, and he fell. Below him, the towers of Liavek thrust up like the bones of Udeweyo, and embraced him.
•
It was nearly noon when Arianai awoke. She dressed at once and went out to buy a Cat Street Crier; the front page had the news of Obas the Arrowsmith, found dead in the Levar's Park with the ground dented beneath him, though the earth there was not soft and there was no mark on Obas's body. Excepting of course the green glow of his bones.
Arianai crumpled the paper, shook her head. She carried the sleeping Theleme next door, leaving her in the care of that healer's nurse, and went to the toyshop.
The sign-puppet showed no more motion than a hanged man. Arianai tried the door, found it unlocked. Quard was not in the front of the shop; quietly, Arianai went around the counter and into the back.
It was a mess even by young-bachelor standards, shelves and tables and most of the floor haphazardly covered with paint jars and glue pots and tools, partially finished toys and drawings for others, odd books and dirty dishes, with dust and wood shavings filling all the gaps.
Quard was asleep. The bed was small and hard, but so finely carpentered it must have been his own work. He was sprawled on his stomach, head turned to one side. His wig was off, and the smooth complete hairlessness of his head and neck and face made him look like an unfinished doll.
She put two fingers to his temple. His pulse hammered. His eyelids twitched as he dreamed.
"Who killed Imbre?" she said into his ear. "We can stop him if only we have his name."
"No," Quard muttered. "Can't go there."
"Imbre. Who was Imbre's friend? Who killed him?"
"Die, all die."
"We have to drive out the green man. Who is he?"
"Gorodain," Quard said. "Friend, priest, kill. Gorodain."
She kissed him and went out, went north, to the Street of Thwarted Desire, and the House of Responsible Life.
She asked to see Gorodain. The clerks sent her to a small office, barely big enough to pace comfortably. Its walls were painted a pale green. Arianai thought that she was becoming quite physically sick of green.
After a few minutes an unprepossessing man came in. "Are you Gorodain?"
"My name is Verdialos," he said, in a lame little voice. "I am…oh, say that I deal with requests."
''I'm not here to die."
"But you are looking for someone who is?"
"I want to talk to the priest called Gorodain. Tell him it's about five dead wizards."
"I will tell him that. But he won't see you on that matter."
"Then tell him it's about Imbre."
"All right," Verdialos said equably. "Dead wizards and Imbre. Please wait here. Sit if you like."
"Your chairs aren't very comfortable."
"Most of our visitors have other things on their minds." Verdialos went out.
He was not long in returning. "Serenity Gorodain regrets that the press of duties keeps him busy for the next several days. If you would care to make an appointment, or leave your name…" He sounded vaguely uneasy.
"Arianai Sheyzu, eighty-five Healer's Street." Then she recalled what The Magician had said, about her discovering the green man's name. The Magician was one of the murkiest of an opaque lot, but what was in the fog was always truth.
Verdialos had started writing the address. He looked up. "Are you well, Mistress Sheyzu?"
"Yes," she said. "I've got no intention of dying anytime soon."
"A good death to you nonetheless," Verdialos said.
•
Shortly after the Healer Sheyzu had gone, Gorodain came into Verdialos's office. "Did she leave her name and address?" the Serenity asked.
Verdialos gave him the paper. "Forgive me for asking, Serenity…but my schedule is rather light this week, and if I could assist you…"
"I forgive you for asking, Verdialos. And I forgive you your ambition. You do know that you will succeed me as Serenity, when I finally"—he smiled—"achieve the goal?"
"I had supposed I was one of those in line."
"Good. One should not face death with false modesty." He glanced at the paper, then crumpled it. "If the woman should return, another dose of your usual kind firmness, eh, Dialo?"
Verdialos nodded as the Serenity went out.
It was in fact a busy day for Verdialos; the mob had done quite a bit of superficial damage to the House, especially the gardens, and the repairs had to be supervised and accounted. They were, Verdialos thought, very often an order of bookkeepers and tallycounters, and he wondered if perhaps the work they did for the House bound them to it, created exactly the responsibilities they were supposed to be severing in their quest for the regretless death.
And then again, he thought with a stifled chuckle, neither the tomatoes nor the tomato worms would feel guilt at the gardeners' passing.
It was quite late when the last note had been written on the garden charts, the last cracked window mended against the night air. There was nothing artistic about any death that involved sneezing.
Verdialos ate a light dinner, a chop from the rioters' poor pig, and began a discussion with his wife concerning the healer and the Serenity. She ended it shortly by saying quietly, "Asking for an extra opinion never killed anyone." Verdialos laughed and kissed her warmly. Then he put on a cap and cloak of neutral gray (because prudence in troubled times had never killed anyone, either) and went out to talk to a City Guard.
He was directed to the Guard office in the Palace itself, and finally to Jemuel, who was studying reports and drinking kaf thick as syrup—"It's not supposed to taste good," she said, "it's supposed to keep me standing."
Verdialos told her about the day's events. "I am troubled by all of it," he said, "both the healer's interest in us, and the Serenity's interest in her."
Jemuel said, "It bothers me, too. I want to have a talk with your Serenity." They shared a footcab back to the House, and climbed the stairs to Gorodain's chambers. Verdialos knocked on the door.
"Come in," said a voice that was not Gorodain's. Verdialos opened the door. His eyes widened. Captain Jemuel said, "You."
The Magician sat in a wicker chair, looking at a table with an etched-glass top. There was no one else in the room.
"May I ask," Verdialos said, "how you come to be so far from your usual, um…"
"A fool's errand," The Magician said. "I came to talk a priest out of his faith. But I arrived too late; he has already gone."
Jemuel said to Verdialos, "I have the right to commandeer the fastest horse in the neighborhood. I hope you have it."
"I have a faster horse," The Magician said, "and we all may ride. Open the window, please."
"Trav—the Serenity—"
"Is a branch of the Old Green Faith," The Magician said. "Those Who Assume Responsibility."
"Yes. I had been rather afraid of that. In our defense, he was never allowed to—well. Nothing to say now, is there." Verdialos opened the window.
•
Arianai had been dozing, nearly dreaming, when the knock came at her front door. It was a faint tap, hesitant. Shaking herself awake, she rushed to answer it, swung the door open. "Qua—" she said, before seeing anything in the dark, and only gurgled the rest.
Gorodain's hands were crossed in the grip called the Butterfly; they closed easily around Arianai's neck, fingertips thrusting into the hollows at the base of her skull, tightening, lifting. She lost the power of speech and movement at once. Her toes scraped the doorstep. Gorodain held her for several heartbeats, wishing that there were time for something more elaborate. So often he felt like a master chef who knew a thousand exotic recipes and was forced to prepare a single bland pudding for a toothless stomach patient.
Then, he thought, minimal art was still art, and this was the brush stroke that would complete his masterpiece, to confound a metaphor. And there simply was not time. Gorodain flexed his wrists, and there was a single sharp crack from Arianai's neck.
He lowered her, turning her on her back so that she lay across the threshhold of her front door, her head draped—quite elegantly, Gorodain thought—over the edge of the step. It might well be taken for an accident. Not that it mattered what it was taken for. Then, on impulse, he knelt beside her, stretched out a hand, tapped into his luck. The green glow would be simple enough to induce. Closure, that was what a work of art needed, a bright green line to link all the deaths.
There was a cold pressure at the back of Gorodain's neck. For a moment he thought it might be Quard—but the time was not right, it was still most of an hour until midnight. Then the touch resolved itself into pistol barrels. Gorodain looked up, saw Verdialos approaching, and with him The Magician—himself, out of his house!
The gun pressed hard against him, and a woman's voice said, "Just move. you dirtwad; just do us all a favor and make one little move."
"Don't, Jemuel," The Magician said, in that irritating prettyboy voice of his. "The favor would only be to Gorodain."
Gorodain grinned involuntarily. The Magician was right. There was nothing they could do now, any of them. Death would come for his dead lover, and to save her be forced to admit that he was truly Death, take the power that could not be controlled. In
less than an hour, Imbre's son would be loosed upon Liavek; before dawn, Liavek would be Necropolis. He wondered if the glow of all the dead would shine out upon the sea, like a green dawn.
•
Quard was sitting on the floor of the toyshop, arms and legs at odd angles, like a marionette cast aside.
He had intended to go away. He had started to pack a bag with everything that was meaningful to him, and then realized that such a bag would be empty. He had been sitting on the floor for most of the day now, waiting for night, for midnight, the hour of his birth and his power. There was nothing for him in Liavek but Death, but there wasn't anything more for him anywhere else.
So he would stay, and when next someone came into his shop they would find him on the floor, green.
The door swung open and Theleme came in. "Master, master! You have to come, master!" She rushed to him, and without thinking he opened his arms and hugged her.
"What is it, Theleme? What's wrong? Where's Anni?"
"Anni's sick, master, sick. The green man. You have to come. You have to ride the camel for Anni." Quard's throat tightened. He tried twice to speak and failed. On the third try he said, "Where is she, Theleme?"
"Home," Theleme said. "Come, master. Captain Jem will take us."
"Who…?" Quard stood up, walked with Theleme to the door.
Just outside was a woman in Guard officer's uniform. Her face was pretty, but hard as a cliff. She had a pistol out, casually ready. "Good evening, Toymaker," she said, in a cold voice. "I've been wanting to meet you. But we've got some other business first."
Quard walked mechanically down the stairs. The Guard captain pointed at the toyshop door. "Aren't you going to lock up?"
"Why?" he said. "There's nothing in there that isn't mine."
It was not far to Arianai's house. There was a sphere of lucklight illuminating the scene, in the grainy, unreal fashion of magic.
Arianai was lying on the doorstep, half-in, half-out. The healer Marithana Govan was there, kneeling next to Arianai. Quard looked around at the rest of them: The Magician, Verdialos the Green priest…Gorodain.
"Welcome, son of Imbre," Gorodain said, and pressed his palms to his forehead. No one paid any attention.
Jemuel took Theleme inside. Quard said quietly, "Give her something to make her sleep," and Marithana went inside as well. The others stood out in the cold, around the body.
When the two women came out again, Jemuel said, "Well?"
"Her neck's cleanly broken," Marithana said. "She didn't suffer."
"I am an adept of my order," Gorodain said.
In a tightly controlled voice, Jemuel said, "If you speak out of turn one more time I will surely shoot your balls off."
"Can you mend the break?" Quard said abruptly.
Marithana said, "Young man, she's—"
The Magician said, "I can mend the bones, with guidance from Mistress Govan. Marithana, if they're splinted by magic, will they knit?"
"Trav, she's dead."
"If that changed?" The Magician said, and all of them stared at him, except for Gorodain and Quard, who looked at one another with unreadable expressions.
"In time," Marithana said. "Perhaps more than a year. Your birth time…"
"If it takes that long, Gogo can renew the spell."
"You're serious."
Quard said, "More than you know. Do it."
The Magician said, "Marithana, concentrate on the bones as they should be. We'll do it together."
Marithana Govan put her hands on Arianai's throat, straightening it, massaging it. There was a faint sound of grinding, crunching. Verdialos looked worried, Jemuel impassive, Gorodain positively merry.
The healer and the wizard moved back. Quard stepped forward. He said to The Magician, "If something goes wrong—if I come back before she does, it'll mean that—"
''I'll do what I can," Trav said.
Quard knelt by the dead woman. Gorodain was speaking again; Quard shut him out, looked up. Full moon at the top of the sky. Close enough to the crease of midnight. Quard stared at the moon, feeling the weight of luck tug at his heart, the tides of fortune raising his salt blood.
He stepped from his flesh and into his birthright.
Around him was still Liavek, still streets, houses, windows, rooftops, still just as lovely and hideous as any other Liavek; if anything, perhaps a little more precisely defined, cleaner of line and truer of angle, small where it should be small and grand where grandness was deserved. For it is not true that the dead know all things—indeed the dead know nothing that the living do not. But the dead have perspective.
Quard was surrounded by wraiths, human figures in translucently pale shades of green: not the dead but the living, dwelling here in their minds as they wished for death, in the degree of those hopes. Marithana Govan and Jemuel were barely even visible, delicate as soap bubbles. Verdialos was nearly solid, but without luminance; certain but not eager.
Quard looked at The Magician, who stood there with one hand already in the quiet world; Quard examined the rest of The Magician, studied his wish, and almost laughed. He did not: laughter and tears were things of the full world.
Quard looked with interest at Gorodain, who flickered, wavering to and from oblivion. Quard reached out and touched Gorodain's shade. Its eyes opened wide, and the figure knelt out of Quard's way, growing fainter as it did so. As ever with the voyeur, Quard thought, recoiling at the actual touch. He walked by.
There was no source of light in the city: it was uniformly dim, dull perhaps, though the effect was not drab but soothing. And there was no glass in the windows, nor glasses on the walls, nor puddles on the ground—nothing at all that might cast a reflection.
He moved easily on the dustlessly clean streets, passing among the shades of the still living, looking up at windows luminous with their death wishes. "I felt Death breathe on me," their living selves would be saying, in the full world; "someone is walking on my grave." Quard could see easily through the windows, or the walls for that matter, and no door was closed to him: even Wizard's Row would be present, should he desire to travel it. Nor did he have to walk; others rode, he supposed, or flew, but walking was the one way he knew.
Quard paused at a house on Cordwainers' Street: in an upstairs room, a crowd of shades stood around a man on a bed. The supine figure was deep green, and his shade was very thick.
Quard held out his hand. "Come if you are corning," he said, and there was a sound somewhere between a sigh and the pop of a cork, and the shade on the bed was suddenly a body dressed in clothes of subdued color. The man rose up and followed Quard, as the shades they left behind—some fading, some thickening—threw themselves upon the empty bed.
There were others after that, the sick, the old, the murdered and suicided, a Vavasor who had eaten a spoiled fish, and nine sailors drowned off Eel Island. Some of their bodies were young and robust, some old and elegant in appearance, but they all walked steadily, and there was among them no mark of decay, no wound, no lesion, bloat, nor worm.
They all followed Quard, winding through the streets of that other Liavek like a streak of smoke, pointing and touching and talking among themselves in a low murmur, passing through the green shades of the wishful living without notice—as indeed they could not see them. That was for Quard alone.
Finally, after he had fulfilled his duties among the lastingly dead, he returned to find Arianai, in ber house, searching through the rooms cluttered with what she loved. "Theleme," she said, "Theleme, where are you?" She ran her hands over Theleme's bed, touching, seeing nothing.
Quard saw Theleme, asleep on the bed even as Arianai's hands passed through her shade. Theleme clutched the cloth camel and rider to herself, and her wish shone in the cool-colored room. Quard shook his head and took Arianai by the wrist.
She looked at Quard, and in an instant she understood. Quard did not know what the dead saw in him, and there were no mirrors to show him. He led her from the house, to the street where the column of dead waited. Arianai saw them, standing patiently and calm, but looked right through the shades of the living clustered around her, each of them waiting for some kind of miracle.
Quard knew there were no miracles.
Arianai said, "You came to bring me back."
Quard said, "This is not the story you think it is. I did not charm you free from here. There was an exchange."
"Who? Not Theleme!"
Quard was silent. "Is it Theleme? Or is it you? I won't accept such a trade."
"You are dead," Quard said, "and have no choice in the matter."
"If someone will die in my place, surely I have the right to know."
Quard said, "No knowledge is ever taken from this world." He pointed at the street, where he could see the shade of Marithana Govan kneeling. "Go, if you are going. We have a final destination, and you may not see it."
Arianai looked at the column trailing behind Quard. She seemed to be trying to recognize individual faces, but Quard gestured again, and she lay down on the ground. The air shuddered, and in place of the solid Arianai there was now a shade, even less substantial than Marithana's.
He had not lied to her. Gods never lie, even if they then change the world to suit their words. He had struck the bargain with himself.
Quard turned and left the square, the dead in quiet files behind him.
•
"Is he dead?" Jemuel said.
Marithana held a bit of polished metal to Quard's nostrils. "To the best of my ability to tell." She looked down. "Dear Lady around us," she said. "Anni's breathing."
Jemuel said, "He could do it, then."
Gorodain said, "Ah, but that is only the beginning."
"Shut up," Jemuel snapped at him, than looked at Quard, crouched motionless over Arianai, who was now only sleeping peacefully. "Gods, how are we going to tell her?"
"I'll tell her what needs to be said," Quard said, unfolding and stretching his limbs.
Marithana said, "You were—"
"I slept. I sleep very deeply."
Gorodain said, astonished, "You return—"
"You are a complete fool, Gorodain," Quard said, in a voice that made Gorodain step back from him. "You wished for Death to take the whole world down with you. But Death serves no man's wish, nor does it wear one face. Death is particular to all it touches."
The Magician nodded. Then Quard turned to face him. "And you sigh with relief, Magician, because your guess was right, because the city did not die for your miscalculation? What of my mother, who was tortured for nothing? Of my father, who died for nothing? Of the other five?"
The Magician looked Quard in the eyes, and nodded again. "But Anni and Theleme live," he said, without any force. "And I suppose I shall, too."
"Kind of a shame," Jemuel said, poking at Gorodain with her pistol, "all those other wizards dead, and not this green toad."
Quard said "I am…what I am. Justice is another thing entirely."
Jemuel said, "Fair enough. We'll see to justice," and pointed at Gorodain. "I know a nice little cell just your size."
Gorodain shifted his hands. The Magician said quietly, "Don't trust to luck." Something appeared between his fingers, and was as quickly palmed.
Gorodain smiled grimly, shrugged, lowered his hands. "Do you think," he said to Verdialos as if the others were not there, "that you could provide me with one of those little green skulls the youth are so fascinated with? Think of it as your first task as a Serenity."
"Pharn take that," Jemuel said. "You'll die on Crab Isle."
"True enough," Gorodain said, "for I am old, and once you destroy my magic—as you must—I will be older still. Better that Death come quickly for me."
Quard began to laugh. Gorodain looked at him, and went very pale. Quard threw his head back and laughed from the bottom of his lungs. Gorodain put his hands to his mouth, and his eyes were wide and black. Jemuel looked bewildered, Verdialos turned away, and The Magician was simply gone. Quard just kept laughing as he picked up Arianai in his wiry arms and carried her into the house.
•
Arianai woke damp with sweat, her neck stiff and sore as if she had slept with it twisted, Her scalp prickled, and she struggled to recall what her dream had been, but it had melted and run away.
She rolled over, pulling free of the sweaty sheets. Quard was on the floor across the room, cradling Theleme in his arms. Theleme shifted a bit, giggled in her sleep. Quard didn't move.
Quard didn't stir at all. He just sat, eyes shut, pale limbs wrapped around the child.
Arianai felt a chill touch her eyes, her spine. Draping a sheet over herself, she went to Quard's side, crouched, touched his shoulder. His skin was quite cold. She bit her lip and tightened her grip.
Quard's eyes snapped open. Arianai nearly screamed.
"Hello," Quard said softly. He shivered. Theleme stirred, but Quard rocked her to sleep again, then put her gently down, her head pillowed on the toy camel.
"You scared me," Arianai said.
Quard's face was mostly in shadow, but two little reflections stared her straight in the eyes. "Well. The world is full of possibilities this morning."
He got to his feet, and they went out of the room, with a last look at Theleme asleep and dreaming sweetly.
Arianai turned up the lamp in the office. Quard blinked in the light then said, "Is that really what you want to be doing?" and looked down at the soft, thick carpet.
She chuckled. "Then you've no other appointments."
"Not this midnight," he said, in a different voice, and looked her in the eyes again: in the better light she could see that his eyes, which had been hazel and clear as water, were now the color of green olives.
She turned out the light before she could see anything more. She felt Quard embrace her, felt him stir.
"You're like fire," he said, and pressed his cold lips to hers.
Only mortals look back, she thought, and knew that she was mortal.
He pushed her away to arm's length, said distantly, "How can you love me?"
"Day by day," she said, "until the end of the world," and pulled him close again. She felt Quard's tears, freezing down her cheeks, and prayed she would not wake up counting the days.




Appendix: "A Liavekan Songbook"




1. "City of Luck: The Liavekan National Anthem" by Jane Yolen
"City of Luck," the Liavekan national anthem, was first penned by the Levar Andrazzi the Lucky who said that the words came to her in one of her famous Shift Dreams. The music, however, is based on an old Tichenese herding song, which Andrazzi claimed she listened to endlessly as a child. Her nurse during the 90 and 1, the traditional three-month period in which young nobles are suckled successively by members of the court to "spread the luck around" (a custom no longer honored literally), was the daughter of a Tichenese herdsman.
The song's powerful chorus is a later intrusion, often attributed to an anonymous member of the Dashif family, but denied by the current count. That chorus is often heard in the dirty sinkholes of Ka Zhir, with the first line inverted, so that numerous and—alas—scurrilous rhymes may be made upon the word "luck." We will not rehearse any of those rhymes here.
City of Luck
Come all ye citizens of luck
Who dwell within our walls.
For fortune smiles upon the quick
Who come when magic calls.
From shining strands and tragic shoals,
From docks to Wizard's Row,
The summoned magic works its weal
As Liavekans know.
(chorus)
City of luck, city of light,
Invest in us our magic might
That all our enemies will fear
The luck that reigns from year to year.
Oh, Liavek, thy towers gleam
Unworldly in the sun;
Uncorporeally made
To decompose when day is done.
For day by day and night by night
Thy magicians labor long,
Their mothers' labors echoing
To make the magic strong.
(chorus)




2. "The Ballad of the Quick Levars" by Jane Yolen
Translator's Note: This scurrilous Zhir ballad is usually sung by a drunken song-rhymer accompanying himself on the seven-stringed peg-boxed gittern and the ample bosom of a local slattern. The bitter wines of Ka Zhir, mixed with the resins of the barrels in which the drink ferments, serve to coarsen vocal chords, which is why it is a tradition in the taverns of Ka Zhir to sing-shout. This is one of the more popular tunes, with the usual anti-Liavekan sentiment.
The Ballad of the Quick Levars
'Twas the season of Buds, when the Cat overran
All her banks with a horrible miaou,
That the infamous year of Quick Levars began—
Though to this day no one knows how.
Number one was Azozo the Ancient-of-Days
Who became a Levar as a crone,
And she died the first moment that her antique bum
Touched that cold and implacable throne.
Next Bukko the Baby, still toothless and small,
Whose drools were considered so wise
That even before he had learned how to crawl,
He'd conspired in his own demise
Then Cruski the Crabby whom nobody liked,
Her unfortunate death no one mourned.
And Denzzi the Deadhead who nonetheless hiked
To a wood against which he'd been warned.
And just a day after, Emmazi the Eager
Was caught in a bedroom that caved
In, and Froz-Factual died of a meager
Supply of the trivia he craved.
Gondo the Ghastly was popped in an oast
As the joke of a baker who drank,
And Hazli Half-hearted choked on the toast
When she tried the same baker to thank.
Oh, the rota is endless; it took a whole year
Of quick deaths and destruction and doom,
Till nary a niche remained empty, I hear,
In the fabulous Levar's Great Tomb.
The bright line of succession by now was quite gray
So the nobles who ruled such affairs
Passed a law that no Levars of less than a day
Could pass on the Great Throne to their heirs.




3. "Eel Island Shoals" by John M. Ford
Translator's Note: It is doubtful that the Eel Island Shoals deserve the terrifying reputation this song gives them. However, ships are still wrecked there, despite harbor charts and warning lights; and there is something dramatic and poignant in a ship being lost within sight of safe harbor. And "Eel Island Shoals," while its lyrics are hardly inspired, can be made by a talented singer into a compelling performance piece.
Eel Island Shoals
The Fin Castle light is a thrice-blessed sight
To the sailor come finally home,
But keep a sharp eye with Eel Island hard by
For the breakers hide teeth 'neath the foam.
Now Liavek's lee of the terrible sea
Safe harbor, fair landing, home port—
But the Sea of Luck rolls past the Eel Island Shoals
And shatters the ships there for sport.
Keep a hand to the oar where the sea eagles soar,
And steer wide of Eel Island Head,
For the waves and the stones don't spare timbers or bones
And the sea does not give up its dead.
Hold fast to your lines till the Baymouth's behind
And Eel Island lies in your wake,
For the Sea of Luck rolls past the Eel Island Shoals
And reaches for bodies to break.
Watch tiller and tide, for the shallows are wide
And the ships and their sailors are small.
And the spray-shrouded rocks where the sea vultures flock
Know nothing of mercy at all.
So bear toward Fin Castle as you are bound past,
Mind the sails, keep the glass to your eye
Where the Sea of Luck rolls past the Eel Island Shoals
And sometimes the lucky sail by.




4. "Pot-boil Blues" by John M. Ford
Translator's Note: While the pot-boil is often considered to be the highest achievement of Liavekan cuisine, it is useful to remember that it is also the lowest common denominator, as, er, celebrated in this song.
"Pot-boil Blues" has numerous variations and extra choruses. Often performed as a "show-stopper" in the best places in the City, it is popular at all levels of Liavekan society.
Pot-boil Blues
They got a lot of fancy places on the Merchant's Row
That you can visit when it's time to dine
And if your pocket's full of silver, you're a man to know
Then all the people there will treat you fine
But if your ship's not in the harbor and your good suit's sold
And it's a while until your birthday's due
You better step up to the stockpot with your spoon and bowl
And join the potluck on the pot-boil blues.
We got a couple of potatoes with the evil eye
We got an onion that would make a granite statue cry
We got a fish a starvin' alleycat would pass right by
We toss 'em all into the pot-boil blues.
They got a bunch of fancy overeaters called gourmets
Who say the Liavekan pot's an art
They talk about how you can season it five hundred ways
But on this side of town we ain't so smart
Now if you're newly on the bum and you're not used to fare
Like stringy carcasses and worn-out shoes
You know it really ain't polite to ask just what's in there
When takin' potluck on the pot-boil blues.
We got a little hump of camel, not the choicest cut
We got a strip of bacon stolen from a sleeping mutt
We got a marrowbone from something, but I don't know what
They'll be delicious in the pot-boil blues.
You've got to boil it till whatever's in there disappears
And keep it stirrin' so the grease don't set
Up in the mountains they've been boilin' one two thousand years
And rumor has it that it ain't done yet!
It's true the taste is pretty grisly and the portion's small
But though this surely ain't the life we'd choose
If it's a choice between the pot-boil and no pot at all
Give us the potluck on the pot-boil blues.
We got an artichoke looks like it's had a heart attack
We got some cheese that wouldn't make a mouse a decent snack
We got a couple bites of somethin' that I think bites back
It all goes right into the pot-boil
Every night's a pot-boil
When you're taking potluck on the pot-boil blues.
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