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"The Hands of the Artist" by Kara Dalkey
"IT'S QUITE SIMPLE, really," said Aritoli ola Silba. "I believe I might be of great service to you."
"Is it so? I thought the only thing art critics do is insult artists," said Sheyn. Although his Liavekan was good, he spoke with a heavy Zhir accent.
Aritoli held up a slim, elegant hand—his fingernails painted gold to suggest the promise of wealth—saying, "If you please, I consider myself an Advisor to Patrons of the Arts."
"I see," said Sheyn. "In Ka Zhir, we do not have such. Critics, yes, but not advisors. At least, I did not know of them." Of course you wouldn't, thought Aritoli, You were the Royal Portraitist at the court of Prince Jeng. You had no need of an advisor then.
"Hmmm." Sheyn ran a hand through his short, black hair. He was large, for a Zhir. As tall as Aritoli, but much heavier. Sheyn's hands, Aritoli noticed, were graceful in movement, and his fingers smooth and tapered. The hands of an artist. The advisor smiled inwardly in appreciation as Sheyn continued. "And what can you do for me?"
"For one thing, I can put your work in a better light—" Aritoli flicked his fingers toward a nearby painting, showering it with a silvery, sorcerous glow. The painting, a stormy seascape, for a moment seemed almost real. "—So to speak."
"Ho ho! That is funny! A wizard art critic. What else will you do? Make my canvasses go flying around the room?"
Aritoli laughed. "No, sir, my wizardry is limited to working with light and color, shape and shadow. Oh, I have had occasion to be a spell-breaker when a patron finds the work he commissioned to contain something he didn't pay for—a curse, or a hidden command to give the artist a million levars. You are not a magician, I assume?"
"What? Oh. No, I have not learned magic." Sheyn gave a regretful shrug and looked at his lap, absentmindedly massaging the back of his right hand with his left thumb.
"Well, that's nothing to be ashamed of. Just because Liavek is called the City of Luck does not mean all of its residents must be wizards. Though, I admit, it may sometimes seem that way."
Sheyn pointed at the short walking stick leaning against the chair beside the advisor. "Is that where you keep your...how do you say, luck?"
Aritoli's black-mustached lip twitched into a semismile. Stroking the golden raven's head of his cane, he said. "Among wizards, it is not good form to admit onc's luck-piece. And as long as we are on personal questions, may I ask one?"
Sheyn shrugged again. "Ask."
"Why did you leave Ka Zhir?"
The big man frowned and shifted in his chair. “I...tired of doing portraits. Always the same sort of portrait. Always the same people. I wanted to try something different."
"And I would say from your beautiful landscapes that you have succeeded. But could you not have accomplished this in Ka Zhir?"
"No!" Sheyn looked momentarily surprised at the vehemence of his denial. He looked down at his hands. "No. I'm sorry. There are...bitter memories."
"Then I shall not pry further into the matter. I apologize if I have upset you. To return, then, to the reason for my visit: Have I your permission to speak at your showing at the residence of Count ola Klera?"
"You will have to ask the Count for permission to attend."
"I did. He suggested I ask you."
"Oh. You know him?"
"Yes." Rapid visions of a pair of startling green eyes, a well-muscled torso… "I know him. I'm acquainted with many of the noble families of Liavek—another avenue through which I could help you, I might add. Come now, Sheyn, what possible reason could you have for denying me?"
The artist rubbed his chin and frowned slightly. "Well, you write articles for the street papers. You have ruined careers that way, I hear."
"Only for those who deserved it. And as I've stated before, you're hardly one of them. In fact, I can already tell you what I will write. Ahem. 'Sheyn fills his landscapes with all the awe and majesty of nature, yet adds a touch of otherworldliness, as if what the viewer sees is a dream more beautiful than reality.' And this, by the by, is a third way in which I might aid you. What say you?"
Sheyn twisted his hands in his lap. "I...I would like to think about it."
"Take your time."
"Could you not come back later for my answer?"
"The showing is tomorrow, sir."
"Oh." Sheyn stared at the floor.
Now the man seems positively nervous, thought Aritoli. Does he worry about how his new style will be received? Am I that intimidating? Aritoli slumped down in his chair and stretched out his long legs, trying to look more relaxed and less threatening.
Glancing around, the advisor noted that Sheyn's apartment was simply furnished, small but tidy. Not a speck of paint anywhere. No lingering odor of turpentine and oil. No canvasses stuck in odd corners. Very unlike the homes of other painters he knew. Aritoli nodded approval. A professional. He keeps his work separate from his living quarters. The advisor looked back at Sheyn's hands. No specks of paint under the fingernails. No stains on the skin. "You are a fastidious man, Sheyn."
"What?"
"Never mind. I should like, sometime at your convenience, to see your studio. I get my best feel for an artist when I see the atmosphere in which he works."
"No!" said Sheyn half-rising out of his chair. Then he sat again suddenly. "No one sees my studio."
A professional who is used to getting his way. "Forgive me, sir. I shall withdraw that request. But as to my first…?"
"Eh?"
"May I attend your showing?"
Sheyn looked embarrassed for a moment, then gave an awkward laugh. "Hah. So be it, by Thung! Do your worst! It matters not to me."
"Sir, I intend to do my best, if you please. And I trust you will find my presence to be to your advantage."
"Ah! You will seduce all the patrons so they will like my work, yes?"
Aritoli paused, not sure if he had just been insulted or if this was merely an example of Zhir humor. The advisor chided himself for failing to research Zhir customs, particularly before approaching such a potentially valuable client. With a tight smile, he responded, "Of course, Sheyn, that will not be necessary. Your work is sufficiently alluring on its own. Now, if you will pardon me, I have other matters to attend to. Thank you for your kind patience, and I look forward most eagerly to your showing." Aritoli picked up his cane and headed for the door.
"Thung kwas jhieng fa choh," said Sheyn.
Aritoli turned. "Eh?"
"Is Zhir. It means'May Thung shield your eyes from eviL’"
The advisor smiled and bowed and took his leave.
•
The townhome of the Count and Countess ola Klera of Richgrove was elegantly furnished: carved wood paneling from Ombaya, crystal wall sconces from Saltigos, and carpets of intricate design from Tichen. When Aritoli entered the entertaining salon on the night of the showing, it seemed more elegant still, filled as it was with attractive men and women of wealth. Aritoli's sense of aesthetics was pleased.
He paused before a gilt-framed mirror to admire himself. Yes. the black silk blouson definitely adds the right touch. He smoothed back his loose, wavy black hair, and noted with satisfaction that his fingernails were just the right shade of reassuring blue. Raising his chin in hauteur, Aritoli sauntered into the salon.
"Aritoli Montanija Galifavi ola Silba, Vavasor of Silversea," announced a servant. The advisor looked around the room for his host. Spotting a tall, dark man with green eyes in a knot of guests, Aritoli went to him.
The Count ola Klera was conversing with a merchant in gaudy brocade, who was saying, "So this fellow in the red cape, see, he takes out his pistol and shoots the damn camel right in the head! In the middle of the Market, in front of everybody! And the camel owner didn't do a thing. The caped fellow just walks away. Strangest thing I ever saw."
"Perhaps the pistoleer was in need of target practice. Ah, Master ola Silba! What a pleasure to see you. We feared you might not come."
"Formality, Meceno?" Aritoli said softly. "I thought we knew each other better."
"For the sake of the guests, Ari," said the Count, taking the advisor's arm and drawing him away from the others. "The Countess and I are the brunt of enough gossip already."
Aritoli laughed. "Gossip? In Liavek? Does the sea mind a spoonful more salt?"
"I have a chance at a council seat next year, so I must be careful."
"Ah, I see. Then I shall behave myself. And how is Her Grace this evening?"
"Quite well, thank you. She should be joining us shortly."
"Good. And Sheyn, has he arrived yet?"
"Yes. In fact, he came somewhat early. As you can see, his paintings are already on display."
"Tell me, does he seem at all nervous to you?"
"More awkward than nervous, I would think. No doubt he is not yet used to our informal Liavekan ways. And, though the Countess has done her best in designing this place, it is hardly the Jeng Palace."
"Ah, here comes Her Grace now."
The Countess Siena ola Klera, a lithe woman whose ebony hue suggested noble Tichenese heritage, came up to them and smiled.
Aritoli bowed, saluting with three fingers, saying, "And am I to be formal with you also, Your Grace?"
"Not necessarily," she replied, kissing his cheek. "I'm not seeking a seat on the council...just yet. Have you heard about the surprise?"
"Surprise?"
"Yes. Sheyn has done a painting especially for this showing. He says he worked on it day and night this week to finish it in time."
Ahhh. That explains Sheyn's behavior yesterday. He was anxious to return to his work. "I look forward to seeing it."
"Excellent," said Her Grace. "I believe all our guests are here. We can begin whenever you are ready."
Aritoli bowed again and looked around the room. Each of Sheyn's paintings was surrounded by a small cluster of admirers, except for one which was hidden beneath a cloth of green silk.
The surprise, thought the advisor. I shall save it for last. Aritoli went to the painting furthest from the covered one. As onlookers gathered around him, he drew power from his cane and prepared to speak.
"This first work, my lords and ladies, is an excellent example of Sheyn's talent." The painting showed a jagged mountain sierra just touched by the rays of a rising sun. "The Silverspine? Perhaps. But where in those great mountains could one see such delicate rock formations? Trees shaped like the temples of Tichen? A sky of that hue? These are the mountains of dreams and myth, the place one longs to see, but will never attain. "
Aritoli let sorcerous power flow from his fingertips in the form of glistening light motes that he flung onto the canvas. The painting seemed to absorb the light and reradiate it, enhancing the illusion that the gilt frame was actually a window, and the scene beyond it real. The peaks glowed in the pale pink sunlight. One could almost catch the scent of pines in cold mountain air.
There came sighs of approval and scattered applause. Aritoli smiled. He loved working with truly fine art. It made critiques so much more pleasant for all concerned.
He moved on to the next painting. This was a rural scene that could be the lands near Ombaya. But not even there could one find fields of such intense green, or such an atmosphere of serenity.
The next work was the wild, stormy seascape Aritoli had seen before. After it came a scene of a starkly compelling desert, and a cloudscape in which one of the clouds resembled a floating castle. Each seemed like a dream brought to life on canvas, and each was hauntingly beautiful.
At last, Aritoli came to the covered easel. From beneath the cloth came an odor of fresh paint. As was traditional, the count and countess, as hosts, had the honor of unveiling it. The onlookers, including Aritoli, could not help gasping in awe as the green silk was raised.
The painting was a vista of the city of Liavek, but as none of its citizens had ever seen it. The copper-green domes and spires of the Levar's palace shone with splendor, and the surrounding streets seemed to glow with an aura of magic. Aritoli felt his embellishments were hardly necessary with this one.
The advisor bowed to Sheyn, who smiled, looking...surprised? Did he think we could possibly not appreciate such a masterpiece? "A most fitting finale to this showing, my lords and ladies. This painting is a superb example of the best of Sheyn's talent. A scene that would be ordinary from anyone else's hand, takes from Sheyn's brush the power of emotion and the vividness of dreams." Aritoli could not resist a final flourish of sorcerous light.
But instead of enhancing the painting, the light danced on the surface of the canvas for a few moments, then rushed to the lower left-hand corner. There, it swirled and formed first the word "help," then the number "3," then the form of a fish, and last the form of a knife. Then it vanished.
Aritoli blinked, taken aback, and bent to examine the corner closely. Sheyn walked up to him. "What is it? What are you looking at?"
"Er, I was...just examining the fine detail, sir." If this was another joke of Sheyn's, the advisor was not about to admit its presence until he understood it.
"What were you doing with that light?" the artist asked suspiciously.
Aritoli glanced at Sheyn. The artist's face held no sign of hidden glee. He honestly doesn't know what it was. The advisor bowed, smiling. "A mistake, sir. In my excitement, I threw the wrong spell. Give it no thought. I am deeply impressed with your work."
Sheyn seemed confused, but mollified, and Aritoli stepped aside to give him time to calm down. The countess took Aritoli's arm and guided him to an empty corner of the room.
"A mistake, Ari? I've never known you to make mistakes at a showing."
"Shhh," Aritoli cautioned, "There is more to this than I .implied, but I'd rather not speak of it until I'm certain. Could, perhaps, Your Graces distract Sheyn for a while so that I may ponder this?"
"Of course, Arl. We need to discuss our patronage with him anyway."
Aritoli watched as the count and countess drew Sheyn aside. Then the advisor strolled back to the painting of Liavek. Surreptitiously, he tossed another light spell at the canvas. It behaved normally—illuminating the work, nothing more.
The effect could only be triggered once, then. Arltoli closed his eyes. He could still clearly visualize the "help," the 3, the fish, and the knife, as if the images had been imprinted on his mind. Yet Sheyn is no wizard, he thought. Could someone have tampered with the painting? He visualized the images again and realized that the energy that formed them had flowed throughout the work. No. Whoever planted the spell painted the picture. And it is Sheyn's style exactly. Yet Sheyn is no wizard.
The 3, the fish, and the knife were a puzzle. They had been placed on the part of the painting representing the Canal District—near the wharfs, an area generally inhabited by poor sailors and dockworkers. Suddenly, it all clicked. There is a Street ofFish Knives in the Canal District.
With word to the servants to give his regrets to his hosts, Aritoli gathered up his cane and cape and departed.
•
This portion of the Canal District was not considered safe for a nobleman alone on a warm night. Even the footcab runner was grateful to take his few coppers and depart quickly. Aritoli was glad he had chosen to wear black that evening.
It took him but a minute to find a beggar willing to guide him for an exorbitant sum, and soon he was led to a rotting door beside which a painted 3 was peeling off the wall. The reek of oil and turpentine confirmed that he had come to the right place. Aritoli rapped on the door with his cane.
"Who is it? Sheyn?" came a faint, female voice from behind the door.
"I am Aritoli ola Silba. I believe someone within requested my assistance."
The door opened a crack and a small face peered up at him. "Are you...are you the wizard art critic?"
"I am."
The face disappeared and the door opened wide. Aritoli stepped into a tiny room lit by a sputtering oil lamp. Canvasses, rags, and paint pots cluttered the room, and the smell of paint was nearly overwhelming.
Turning, Aritoli saw a girl of perhaps sixteen, painfully thin, with skin the color of kaf when too much goat's milk has been added. Her matted hair framed a bruised and grimy face in which two eyes gleamed with triumph. "I hoped you'd come."
"It was you who summoned me?"
The girl nodded.
Aritoli shut the door behind him and looked once more around the room. Some canvasses held unfinished paintings clearly in Sheyn's style. "This is Sheyn's studio, then?"
"You could say that, sir. He pays for it. But I do the work here." There was an edge of defiance to her voice.
Aritoli turned back to her and examined her hands. The skin was blotched and stained with paint. Paint also lay deep under fingernails that were cracked and torn. There were calluses on fingers bent from holding brushes for hours. These were the hands of an artist.
"So, you paint Sheyn's work for him?"'
"Aye, sir." The girl shifted and something metallic clicked and clinked. Looking down, Aritoli saw one of her bare feet was chained to the floor.
"What is your name, child?"
"Vetzah."
"How did this happen, Vetzah?"
"Sheyn said he'd teach me. He found me on the street where I'd draw on the sidewalks with chalk and people would toss me coppers if they liked it. He said I was good and ought to have lessons."
"His training seems rather harsh."
Vetzah lowered her gaze to the floor and nodded. "It sounded so nice, so I let him bring me here. He feeds me and teaches me. Brings me lots of canvas and paint. But he put this chain on me to make sure I stay at my work."
"Did you know he takes the credit for your paintings?"
The girl nodded again. "Old beggarman Rog came by and told me. I got mad at Sheyn when he came in. But he beat me, tellin' me folks would know they're my paintings when I'm ready. Says it's bad if folks know it's mine before I'm good enough. What do you think? Am I good enough to take my own credit?"
Aritoli solemnly took one of her paint-stained hands and kissed it. "My dear Vetzah, your paintings should decorate the Hall of Arts in the Levar's palace. You have exquisite talent. But, clearly, you have magical talent as well, else you could not have summoned me as you did. Couldn't you have escaped this fate with that?"
"I'm not a wizard, sir. But today's my birthday, and this morning was my birthing-time. I could feel it, all bubblin' and burnin' inside me while I was finishin' the city painting. So, while Sheyn was sleepin', I put that feelin' into the painting. He warned me you were gonna be at the showin', so I just thought how I could tell you to help me and where I was and all. And I just put those thoughts into the painting."
"And you've had such practice at putting your feelings into your work that it no doubt flowed naturally. It is no wonder your paintings are beautiful fantasy landscapes. They were your only avenue to escape this dreary reality. But, never fear, I—"
The door slammed open and Sheyn stood in the doorway, breathing hard and sweating, face pale with fear and rage. "So," he growled softly. "You come to my studio, though I warn you not to." Sheyn took two steps into the room and slammed the door shut behind him.
"Ah! Just the person I wanted to speak to," Aritoli began.
"What do you want?"
"I want to know why, Sheyn. Your reputation was unequaled anywhere. Why...this?"
The Zhir said nothing, but walked around the advisor to a table on which lay palettes and brushes. Sheyn reached out slowly to one of the brushes and grasped it as if it were an animal that might escape. Raising it, his hand began to shake, the tremors becoming more and more violent. He grasped his right wrist with his left hand to try to still the trembling. But it continued until, with a gasp, he had to drop the brush.
Sheyn's face contorted as if he were about to cry, and he slammed his fist into the table. "You see?" he whispered. "You see?"
"Disease?" Aritoli asked softly.
"A curse. I did a portrait for Prince Jeng that he did not like. He thought I insulted him. He asked Shzafakh, court wizard, to curse my hands so I could do no more 'insulting' paintings. Then I was banished. So long as I am cursed, I cannot paint."
"Why didn't you ask someone for help? There are wizards here in Liavek who—"
"I knew no one here! And the shame...I could not bear the shame. I hoped if my name was still good, I could borrow a set of hands and earn enough to buy countermagic. Then I would return to Ka Zhir and use my uncursed hands upon Shzafakh's neck!" Sheyn raised his face, his eyes sad and begging. "Please, Master Critic, you will...forgive my deception? Tell no one? Let me be, and in time I can repay you—"
Aritoli shook his head. "I'm sorry. I cannot condone what you have done. For one thing, although slavery may be common in Ka Zhir, it is illegal in Liavek. But the greater crime to me is denying this woman the attention she richly deserves. I cannot pretend that I do not know, or forget what I have seen."
"In that case, Master Aritoli," Sheyn said, stepping forward, "I must ensure that you cannnot speak of this to anyone." The artist's fist plowed into AritoIi's middle, knocking him against the wall.
"Stop it, Sheyn!" cried Vetzah.
Desperately trying to regain his breath, Aritoli watched Sheyn advance on him, preparing to strike another blow. Suddenly ·there came a loud snap, and Sheyn fell to the floor. Vetzah had pulled taut her leg chain, tripping him.
The Zhir picked himself up and snarled at Vetzah, "You! You are street filth! You are chalk dust and lost coppers without me. It is for us both that I do this. Shut up and keep to your place!" Sheyn backhanded Vetzah, sending her crashing against an easel.
Recapturing some air, Aritoli pushed himself up against the wall, knocking over canvasses. As Sheyn came at him again, Aritoli readied himself, briefly wishing he had thought to bring his rapier.
With a quick shift to the left, he managed to dodge Sheyn's fist and struck out with his cane. Sheyn gasped as the beak of the raven's head struck just above his right elbow. As Aritoli hoped, the arm dropped limp to Sheyn's side, temporarily paralyzed with pain. As Sheyn grabbed his right arm with his left hand, Aritoli twisted and struck with the cane again, for the left arm. Again, Sheyn's arm dropped to his side. With a shove of the cane into Sheyn's stomach, Aritoli pushed the artist into the wall, where he sat with a thud.
"Now," said the advisor, "I shall take Vetzah and—"
"How? She is in irons. By the time you find a blacksmith to free her, she and I will slip away like bats on the night wind. There are cities other than Liavek."
Aritoli paused a moment, then opened his hand to show a small, iron key. "Not quite. You see, I have found her key."
Sheyn's eyes flicked instinctively toward a patch of bare bricks high on a wall. Then he frowned, confused, at the key in Aritoli's hand.
"That is to say," the advisor continued, allowing the illusion in his hand to disappear, "that I have found it now." He went to the wall and felt for a loose brick. Pulling one out, Aritoli discovered a niche containing a small bag of coins and a key.
"A trick!" snarled Sheyn. "Cursed to Thung be all wizards!"
"With that attitude, you'll never paint again," said the advisor, unlocking Vetzah's leg iron. He helped her stand, then reached inside his shirt. He pulled out a coin purse and added its contents to those of the purse found with the key. This the advisor then tossed into Sheyn's lap. "Number seventeen, Wizard's Row. If you cannot find help there, you'll find it nowhere else." Without another glance in Sheyn's direction, Aritoli took Vetzah's arm and guided her out into the warm Liavekan night.
•
"I can hardly believe this, Ari," said the Countess ola Klera. 'This young woman is the real painter of these beautiful scenes?"
"Yes, I am, Your Grace." Vetzah had only just been brought from Sheyn's rathole of a studio, and she was clearly overawed by the luxury surrounding her.
The countess laughed. "Well, Vetzah, although you are not quite what we expected, under the circumstances it would be unfair of us not to offer you the same patronage we offered Sheyn. Though I'm not sure how we'll explain this to our friends."
"You need only hedge the truth a little," suggested Aritoli. "Say that Sheyn declined your offer of patronage, instead recommending his promising student, Vetzah."
"Yes, I think that will work," said the countess. "Then there will be no surprise at the 'similarity' of their styles. Thank you, Ari. Once more you prove your skill at gracious solutions. "
"I thank you, too, sir," said Vetzah. "Can I do anything to repay you?"
The advisor kissed her hand, saying, "You owe me nothing, my dear, save to fill the world with your exquisite art. Oh, and you might, at some point, look to taking lessons in magic. You have talent there too strong to ignore."
The artist nodded, gazing at Aritoli with admiring eyes.
"As to...anything else," Aritoli said, raising an eyebrow, "we'll see."
"You are no doubt weary from your ordeal, Vetzah. Come, and I'll see that you are bathed and given fresh clothing. If you will excuse us, gentlemen." The countess nodded to them and led the artist away.
The count stepped closer to Aritoli and said, "Another conquest, Ari? She hardly seems your sort of challenge."
"Actually, I'd rather she spent her emotional energy on her painting. Still...we'll see what she looks like when she's cleaned up, eh?" Aritoli winked.
The count sighed and shook his head. "Sometimes, Ari, you make me think the rumor about you is true."
"Which rumor is that?"
"The one that claims whatever god or goddess made you put your heart in your eyes."
Aritoli shrugged and smiled. "It is possible."
"But what of Sheyn, Ari? He did defraud the countess and me, though we lost little—thanks to you. And he did enslave Vetzah. Shouldn't we report him to the Guard?"
"I beg your forbearance in this instance, Meceno. I have given Sheyn the means to regain his own talent, if he will but use it. And if he succeeds, he will be worth more to the world than if he is sent to languish in a cell, or forced into labor to pay off heavy fines."
"I see. But are you certain he will not simply find another talented beggar to be his 'hands'?"
"He knows I will be watching for him. He can no longer trade on his name as he did. Not until the work is indeed by his own hands." Aritoli chuckled. "You know, that is what should have given me the clue in the first place—his hands were clean." The advisor raised a finger to stroke his mustache and noticed that his nail-paint was chipped and flaking off. Examining his palm, he found smudges of paint and dirt from Vetzah's studio. "Speaking of which, Meceno, could you tell me where I might get a good manicure?"



"A Coincidence of Birth" by Megan Lindholm
THE GIRL SAT in the cool darkness, bony knees drawn up tight to her thin chest. Her eyes were closed. She drew long deep breaths in the steady cadence of sleep, but she had never felt more alert. About her in the darkness loomed countless casks, kegs, and dusty bottles. They held the potent wheat beer of Lenan on the western plains, Dragonsmoke from the Silverspine Mountains, and the many red vintages of Saltigos. Had she drunk them all, she could not have felt more intoxicated. Something burgeoned and grew inside her, struggling like a moth ripping out of its cocoon. This must be her day and her time, for luck was swelling in her, bubbling and begging to be harnessed. She was sure of it.
"Kookaloo!" There was the thud of the cellar door followed by the ponderous step of Daril. She could hear her foster mother breathing laboriously through her generous nose. "Kookaloo! What's keeping you? Those sailors want their beer now, not next week. They've a tide to catch. Kaloo!"
She tried to shut out the homey sounds, to stay within her bubble of belief, but she failed. With a sigh, the girl unfolded. The elusive feeling had popped like a soap bubble on the daily wash. Kaloo stepped from behind the row of beer kegs, brushing cobwebs from her dark hair and bringing the filled pitcher. Daril gave a snort of impatience at the sight of the flattening foam. Snatching the pitcher, she gave it a fresh head. "And what was keeping you this time?"
"I'm sorry, Daril. I meant to hurry. But here in the dark and the cool and the silence, I felt something inside me, building up and rising like an incoming tide."
"Gut ache?" Daril said. "Drink some garwood tea. That'll make you pass whatever it is." She started up the stairs.
"Daril!" Kaloo was nearly speechless with disgust. "That's not what I meant!"
"Then what?" Daril paused on the steps and looked back in mild annoyance.
"I thought I felt my luck. You found me in the month of Meadows. If I were two months old then, I would have been born sometime in Buds. Maybe even today, at this hour. I keep having these...stirrings...inside me." Kaloo waved a hand helplessly, unable to describe what she had felt.
Daril paused on the steps to give her a fondly tolerant smile. "My little Kookaloo nestling. You could have been a tiny baby four months old, or a big whopper of an infant only a month along. You were so scrawny and weak when the sailor dragged you in, no one could tell. Besides. It's not your day that makes you feel that way, but your years. You'll be getting your woman's blood soon, and you'll start changing from a stick to an armful." She paused with a sudden speculative look. "It might not be too soon for you to be nibbling Worrynot. There's many a girl who thought she was too young to worry about such things, only to find her body knew more than she did. You know where it is; in a jar with the other herbs. Help yourself. Better safe than sorry."
Kaloo seethed silently at the bottom of the steps. "Woman's blood!" she sneered in an acid whisper as the cellar door thudded behind Daril. "That's what she's been saying to me since I was ten, whenever I felt good, whenever I felt bad." She glared down at the soft blouse that sagged limply over her thirteen-year-old ribs. She tightened the drawstring at the neck and retied it. She had asked Daril to stop making her blouses so ample, but the buxom mistress of the Mug and Anchor was sure that Kaloo would blossom any moment. The generous blouses and skirts that Daril turned out for her only made her feel more childish. As for Worrynot, Kaloo would probably never need the contraceptive. Who would want to lie with her? Even her face was plain. Black hair that curled the wrong ways, narrow black eyes, olive skin; like a dress cut from cheap cloth and sewn quickly, there was nothing to distinguish her from three-fourths of Liavek. The feeling of magic was gone. She was as sure now that today was not her time as earlier she had been certain it was.
"Kaloo!" Daril called again. She jerked from her musings and clattered up the wooden steps, back into the heat and noise of the serving room. In spite of the spring warmth, a full fire was burning on the hearth, and a servant was turning a spit of roasting meat over it. He was sweating at the task; Kaloo was glad it was not hers. Meats were cooked out in full view of the serving room, but the savory pot-boil that was the inn's reputation was kept safely bubbling back in the kitchen where its secrets could be preserved. That was where Daril's voice came from, and Kaloo brushed her way through the tables and patrons to answer.
As she passed the table closest to the kitchen door, she felt her arm snagged and she was suddenly lifted off her feet and deposited on a lap. "T'Nar, I am getting too big to be treated this way!" she protested.
T'Nar grinned, his gap-toothed pirate's smile like a fence in his whiskery face. "Actually, you are finally getting big enough to be treated this way. Why do you think I waited through years of damp diapers and skinned knees for you?"
She would have pulled T'Nar's beard for his rough teasing, but the serving room was full today. Too many sailors were turning to see what he had caught. So she only tugged free of him and gave him a smile she didn't need. "Daril calls me!" she explained and hurried off.
T'Nar was the one who had found her in a dusty ditch by the Levar's Highway. He had brought her to Daril, knowing that her youngest son had just married and moved away, saying, "Here's a little Kookaloo to fill the empty nest." The name of the wild songbird that left its eggs in other birds' nests had become her own. "With no more thought than they'd give to naming a kitten," she grumbled to herself.
"Kaloo!" The call blasted her ears as she stepped into the kitchen.
"I'm here," she said quietly, taking a furtive delight in watching Daril jump at her voice so close behind her.
"About time, too. Here's the basket, the coins are under the cloth in the bag. Don't lose them."
"It's Grinnel's turn to market!" Kaloo protested.
"He already went. And he already forgot cindra buds and spiny hearts. I'm to serve my pot-boil with no spiny hearts in it? I could have strangled him!"
"Why didn't you?" Kaloo grumbled softly to herself, but Daril picked it up.
"Well, if you'd rather take his place at turning the meats…"
"No!" Kaloo settled instantly. "I'll go."
"Then hurry. Don't go off in a dream and forget your errand. And hurry back, too. There'll be cleaning up to do before the dinner hour."
Kaloo picked up the basket and started for the door. Daril's voice, on a less distracted note, followed her. "And there's an extra half-copper in the bag. For a sweet. Time we started putting some meat on your bones."
Kaloo rolled her eyes and left. It was a balmy day and folk in the streets were taking their time. A harbor breeze nudged Kaloo up Park Boulevard. The Mug and Anchor was built close to the docks, so the tavern enjoyed the trade of every sailor too hungry to walk deeper into Liavek. And once they'd tasted Daril's pot-boil, they made it a regular port of call. On most days, Kaloo shared Daril's pride in that. But today it was just one more distraction that kept her from focusing on herself.
Ever since she had been old enough to wonder, she had pondered the question of why she had been left in a ditch to die. The last few years had brought an even more powerful question. On what day and at what hour had she been born? If she was ever to harness her magic, she had to know her luck time. And that was a thing no one could tell her.
Shops became more frequent as she entered the Merchant's Quarter. She slowed to enjoy the displays. As she passed the Tiger's Eye, four young rogues came boiling out of it, the crack of the owner's whip but a breath behind them. They rushed past her and on without a second glance. See, she told herself spitefully, too plain even to attract trouble. She shook her head and hurried the rest of the way up Park Boulevard to turn left on the Levar's Way. A half-dozen chipmunks, drawn by treat bowls left for Rikiki, scattered out of her path.
The Market was not crowded at this hour. Most folk preferred to shop in the cooler times of the day. Many of the cheaper stalls were unattended, their shades rolled down against the heat. But Daril never dealt with the cheaper merchants anyway. Kaloo went directly to Lexi's, where huge parasols and insect netting protected his produce. She selected cindra buds that crumbled easily between her fingers but did not crush into dry dust. And Lexi himself cut through a spiny heart to show her the starlike red pattern within the tuber. It was a good scarlet, and the spicy scent rose appealingly. Kaloo nodded and he filled her basket.
As she was turning to leave, Lexi gave an earthy exclamation of disgust. Kaloo whirled back in astonishment.
"Pardon, Kaloo." The merchant mopped at his second chin with a silk kerchief. "I meant no offense. But it's the third time this tendays that my stupid apprentice has gone off to make deliveries and left a parcel behind. Same customer, too! Look at this!" He gestured at a neatly tied package. "Those herbs were fresh picked this morning, and wrapped in damp cloths to keep them at their best. But by the time Roen gets back, they won't be fit to feed a bad-tempered camel. I'll lose my sale. I just hope he won't be offended," he added apprehensively.
"Is it on my way?" Kaloo knew she was being maneuvered.
"Well, perhaps it would be; or at most a block or two off your path. Oh, but I couldn't ask it of you!"
"You could, but you won't. You'd rather wait until I volunteered."
"Oh, you are such a good child! Don't lose that sweet temper as you grow! It warms my old heart, it does, to see that some young folk still help their elders! Be sure that Daril will hear of your courtesy, from me!" Lexi tucked the parcel into her basket, and added a topping of two handsful of small sweet yellow plums. "To put a little flesh on your bones."
Kaloo nearly repented of her courtesy,
"It's to go to L'Fertti, the wizard," Lexi rattled on. "He has a little place right on the canal. If you turn left at the corner before the Tiger's Eye and go straight, you can't miss it. A little run-down to look at, but I always say, you can't judge a wizard by his dwelling."
Kaloo's cars had pricked up at the word "wizard," and she nearly missed the rest of his directions. When she had asked Lexi to repeat them, she wandered from his shop, her eyes vacant and dreamy. A wizard. Her luck time must be near, for this to have transpired. Daril was always saying that a person's luck time brought quirks of fate, perhaps good, perhaps bad. Once Daril had fallen down the cellar steps on her luck day, cracking ribs. Another time, a new helper had spilled most of the pot-boil into the fire, nearly wiping out a heritage of cookery one hundred and fifty years old. And once, Kaloo thought wryly, a sailor had handed her a half-starved squalling baby, not only on her luck day but at her luck hour.
Kaloo hurried on, nibbling plums and shaking the sticky pits from her fingers into the street dust. Daril let her have no contact with folk who trained their magic. "It isn't for the likes of us," she had told Kaloo stoutly. "Let them dabble and take their chances with what isn't natural. Not us, my girl. We've a good life here, you and I. We've an inn to run, the best potboil in town, and a prime location. What need have we of magic? Let it do its mischief elsewhere."
Kaloo had always nodded dutifully, but felt that her heart beat to a different rhythm from the thump of mugs upon a table. There was a place inside her where power huddled and grew, longing for light and will to guide it.
Outside L'Fertti's door, she hesitated. She tightened the drawstring of her blouse again and shook out her skirts. She pushed her dark curls back from her face. No matter that the house was little more than a tumbledown shack on the edge of the canal. No matter that she had no idea what to say to him. Her luck had brought her this far; she'd trust it the rest of the way. She knocked smartly at the splintering door.
"Come in, already. You're late enough as it is!"
Kaloo pushed open the door. It sagged on its hinges, scraping across a worn stone floor. The small chamber revealed to her was neat and very sparsely furnished. Bare would also describe it. A little wooden table and two rickety chairs, a narrow couch with a straw mattress and three blankets folded at the foot of it, and, in fine contrast to the rest of the room's furnishings, a tall carved cabinet of some silky black wood. That was all. No one was there.
Kaloo ventured in hesitantly, and peered shyly into the next room. It was even smaller, but boasted a tiny hearth where the coals of a small fire glowed. L'Fertti swung his steaming kettle away from it and rose to scowl down at her.
L'Fertti was everything currently fashionable among wizards. He was tall, slightly stooped, grey-haired and bearded, and irascible. (He flattered himself that it all became him the better for being completely natural. He wasted none of his luck tampering with his appearance.) He knit his shaggy brows and peered down at Kaloo as he gruffly barked, "You're not Lexi's apprentice!"
"No, sir," Kaloo agreed readily. "Roen forgot your parcel and had already left upon his deliveries. Lexi knew I had to pass this way on my own way home, so he asked me to drop it off for him." She drew the parcel from her basket and offered it to him.
L'Fertti accepted it, ripping it open at once. "Well, you've done your good little deed, then. So go along. If you expected a half-copper from me for your trouble, forget it. And you can tell Roen for me that he wouldn't have had the piss scared out of him if he'd bothered to knock a little louder before he waltzed in here. Well, don't stand there like a stick! I've told you I don't have a half-copper to spare."
"But I do." The words leaped from Kaloo's mouth, and she stood gawking at her own boldness. But L'Fertti was not surprised.
"Need a potion, do you? Well, why didn't you say so? Just let me put these to simmer before their essence is lost completely."
He turned his back on her as he unwrapped the fresh herbs, pinched them into bits with his thick thumb nail, and stirred them into his kettle. He swung it back to the edge of the coals where it would simmer. He shot a look at Kaloo, who had drawn closer for a better look. "Stand back," he warned her. She retreated to watch in awe as his knuckly hands wove mystically over the brew. He rose with a sigh and a crackling of knee joints. Turning, he stumped past Kaloo to seat himself at the wobbly table. He waved curtly at the other chair and she joined him. He looked her over critically.
"I can guess why you've come. I'll be honest with you. I can do what you want, but it'd be better for you if you waited a few years and let your body catch up with you. Eat a little more and remember that the rose that blooms latest may have the sweetest scent. Knowing girls, I doubt if that changes your mind. Let's have your half-copper. I'll start you on a potion to be taken a spoonful a day. Come back when you run out. May give you a few cramps, and don't expect it to taste good…."
"It's not that!" Kaloo burst out indignantly. L'Fertti halted in surprise. "I want to know my luck time," Kaloo blurted into the silence. "Can you tell me that for a half-copper?"
L'Fertti was suspicious. "Why don't you ask your mother?" he snapped.
"I never knew her." Kaloo blushed as she explained her shame. "She abandoned me when I was a few months old. No one knows who she was or when I was born."
"I see," the wizard muttered to himself. "Let me see your hands."
•
The girl trustingly stretched her slender brown hands across the table to L'Fertti. He took them in both of his and closed his eyes to mere slits. Breathing stentoriously, he let his eyelids quiver and twitch. The girl sat breathless. But after L'Fertti had run his fingers across her palms and found the small scars and calluses of a working child, and skillfully appraised the sturdy cloth of her homemade skirt and.noticed that the strap of her sandal needed mending, he pursed his lips sourly. If there was money to be made off this gull, it didn't show. He had no idea how to discover her luck time; no matter what he told her, she'd probably demand proof. Merchant stock. She'd know how to bargain; a hard one to con. But this was what he was reduced to. He took a deep breath and groaned softly in his throat. Satisfaction rose in him at the tremble it sent through her. He opened his eyes and leaned back in his chair panting.
"What is it?" the girl demanded breathlessly.
"It's not easy to explain," he said, stalling. "You must realize that your time of luck is not the simple thing that most people believe it to be. I am sure you know the basics of it: At the hours of your birth time each year, your luck is available to you. I am sure you know that exactly six months later, a wizard is vulnerable to the unlucky side of his magic. You may even know that a master wizard is able to tap into his luck for the few moments each day that correspond to his birth time." He took a breath and leaped into embroidery. "What you may not know is that each person's luck time is like a tide. It may be highest or lowest at certain months, but it ebbs and flows year around. From the coursing of your blood, I can tell that your luck time has not yet passed this year. But we are close to it." Her rapt nod showed him he had guessed well. "But what we must do is a ticklish undertaking, and will demand far more of my time than a half-copper can buy. If you could bring me, say, a half-copper a week, and let me check your blood coursing, I dare say we shall find your luck within a month or two."
" A...a half-copper is a dear thing to me," the child replied, embarrassed. "Is magic always so costly?"
He let her question go begging. "Have you nothing else of value you might wish to trade?"
"I...nothing." Her eyes dropped to her lap, then darted off to a bare corner of the room.
"I see. Well, a half-copper pays for this time, and be sure to come and see me again when you've another one."
"But I may not get one again until after my time is past! Please, isn't there some deal we can make? I mean, well, I can cook and clean. I can run errands...."
L'Fertti had been shaking his head as he pocketed her coin. Abruptly he stopped. He stared at her shrewdly. Was he perhaps discarding the one good card his luck had dealt him lately? She was small enough to fit through a window. He studied her face. Thin, but good bones, and a flash of command in those eyes. Now, who did she remind him of? He dismissed it carelessly. "If I find a task for you, to pay for my magic, where would I find you?"
"Send a message to Kaloo at the Mug and Anchor," she replied eagerly. "But be subtle about it. My foster mother does not approve of my search."
"Subtlety is my specialty," he assured her. "Now hurry off before your own goods wilt in the heat. I've a potion to tend." He listened to her thanks a dozen times before he could shoo her out the door. He went back to his kettle, stirring it slowly and thinking. It was no more than an herbal cure for the flux. His magical passes had been for Kaloo's benefit. Besides, folk paid more to buy the remedy from him, a wizard, than from a simple herbalist. So let them get what they paid for. He strained it into stoppered flasks and set them away on the shelves of the tall cabinet, frowning as he did so. That a wizard of his skills should be reduced to curing liver spots and diarrhea. Oh, how it rankled! He crossed hastily to his couch and stretched out upon it. His time of luck for the day, that small bit of magic left to him, was nearly here. He could feel it coming to a simmer. He closed his eyes and sent his luck questing.
Still there. The green-stoned earrings were shut up in a tiny box lined with velvet, locked securely in a wooden chest in Snake's shop. Damn and damn and damn. He would have a better chance of recovering them almost anywhere else. To burgle the Tiger's Eye was out of the question. He considered going in and asking Snake if she had any jade earrings; then, when he had them on the palm of his hand, he could tap into his magic invested in the green stone and...what? He tried to think of a magic that would get himself and the earring out of Snake's shop before that whip of hers could pop. But he knew his luck well. It was not a quick kind. His sorceries were limited to the slow and careful sort, the spells that, once wrought, were seldom undone.
His luck time passed and he sat up with a sigh. At least he still knew where the earring was. And he knew who to blame for it all, too. That sneaking Galida. He should have known her for a thief. But no, he had taken her in, spent all his coins on her soft sweet body, and awakened one morning to find himself worse than impoverished. Anything valuable and portable was gone. That included the earrings he had been wearing when he fell asleep beside her. Those clever, gentle hands of hers. The right earring he did not mind, for all that the green stone had cost him a nice bit of gold. But the left one: his magic. Only two months ago, he had spent all his birthday luck time investing his magic into that stone, to keep it safe and always close enough to tap. But then (and he wondered at his own foolishness), a brilliant idea came to him. He had worked a slow spell of ill-luck into the setting and the hoop of the earring, to vanquish any who might try to steal his magic. He must have been careless. For the spell had turned on its creator, bringing him a sticky-fingered lover to fleece him of his power. The only good luck he had had was that no one knew of it yet. If anyone found that it held his luck, they could destroy it on his midyear day, bankrupting his magic forever. He felt queasy at the thought. Spend his life mixing cures for gout and colic? It was more than he could bear.
Six anxious days were to pass before his luck time vigil was rewarded. On that day he found his earring lying in the palm of Snake's hand. Was she selling them to someone? No, that was Thyan, her assistant, leaning on the counter to peer over Snake's shoulder.
•
Snake turned the earrings over in her hand, examining them both closely. But when Thyan reached for them, she snapped, "Don't touch! You've enough bad luck already!" Thyan gave a snort of disgust as Snake slapped them back in their box.
"I told you so!" she observed, not meekly.
Snake gave her a look that set her to polishing the counter. "Galida always did hide the truth in her lies. 'My mother's last gift to me, which bad luck forces me to sell.' I should have guessed it sooner," Snake observed regretfully.
"You should have," Thyan assented. Snake raised an eyebrow at her, then glared at the earrings. A sudden smile of wicked inspiration lit her face.
"What is it?" Thyan demanded.
"It's too bad the stones are valuable. I know just who deserves such a gift as this. Even if I'm wrong about the bad luck, the brass would turn his earlobes green."
(L'Fertti winced. Was the gold plating wearing off them so soon?)
Thyan's eyes widened; then she grinned. "I dare you," she challenged.
"He'd guess who sent them in a minute. He'd suspect a trap."
"Not if you did it right."
Snake didn't appear to hear her. Her eyes were roving the shop. "There!" she exclaimed suddenly. "Just the touch to let him have a turn at playing the fool." She strode across the shop to snip a lock of fair hair from an exotic doll, purported to be modeled on the national dress and features of the Farland folk. "So well do you plot; let's see you figure this out." She tucked the golden curl between the earrings in their box. Her grin became demonic. Thyan could not contain herself when Snake took up a bit of plain paper.
"Let me write the note!" she begged.
Snake leveled the pen at her. "You. Scoot! If this comes home to roost, I want it to land on me, not you. Did you finish that inventory of beads yet?"
"Snake!"
"'Now."
But Thyan did not scoot. She dragged herself from the room with many a backward pout. Snake stared at the earrings for inspiration, then wrote with her left hand, "To the one who has magicked my heart with his dark eyes." Signing no name, she rolled the note and tucked it into the box.
The lid was snapped shut, and L'Fertti's vision went with it. He heard dimly the rustling of paper, then the sound of Snake hailing a street child. She spoke firmly.
"Count Dashif is expecting this parcel. Here, I will pay you for its delivery now. But before you think of running off with both coin and merchandise, I remind you that he is expecting it, and soon. Now listen. He wishes it most discreetly delivered. You are to pass it silently to the guard outside the Levar's palace. If he tries to detain you, say this: 'I will sully no lady's honor!' Only that, then run away. No, I don't know why. That is how the Count wishes it done, and I am not so stupid as to ask him questions. Are you? I didn't think so. Be off!"
•
Her voice faded. L'Fertti lay in a sweat, straining his magic after her, but his birth-time luck was gone. So she had passed the earrings on to Count Dashif. He wondered why. A remembrance of the Count's narrow black eyes and intense face assailed L'Fertti. The man had a most nasty reputation. No one knew exactly what he did for His Scarlet Eminence; smart people didn't ask, as long as Dashif didn't do it to them. Dashif was a walking arsenal, with the temper of an adder. L'Fertti's bad-luck spell was still working.
His mind swung into despair. Dashif would hate the earrings and never wear them. Then they would be locked up somewhere in the Levar's palace, hopelessly out of L'Fertti's reach, leaving him powerless for a year. A worse thought struck him. Dashif's own powers were rumored to be considerable. He would smell a trick in the gift. He would use his own luck to track the earrings back to L'Fertti, or he would sense the power invested in the stone, and destroy it!
L'Fertti rolled from his cot with a groan and headed for the small kitchen hearth and a cup of kaf to restore himself. But enroute, a mixture of inspiration and stubborn hope assailed him. He might have a chance, if Count Dashif harbored an ounce of human vanity in him. True, he was basing all his hopes on the chance of a coincidence, but what was magic but the manipulation of coincidence? Or so he had been taught at the Za-Drin Academy of Wizardry. True, it had been a cut-rate school and had barely existed long enough to teach him the basics of investiture. But it had been all his parents could afford, and high honor for a fishmonger's son to be accepted at all. He thought fondly of his parents and the sacrifices they had made so he could attend the school. Briefly he wondered where they were and how they were doing now. Very briefly.
•
Kaloo could have wished for a more subtle summoning. Roen's face was white with awe. She took the little basket of sweet plums from his shaking hands as he whispered, "Remember the delivery you made for me? The one who received it sends these plums and says he would have your company again today, at just past midday."
The boy was visibly trembling as he backed away from the kitchen door. Kaloo bit into one of the plums thoughtfully as she stared after him. So she was summoned. But for what? She swallowed, the fruit suddenly sour in her mouth. Setting the basket down, she turned to Daril. The big innkeeper looked up from stirring the pot-boil.
"May I have an hour or two to myself today? The serving room is nearly empty."
Daril pursed her lips, as if tasting something both sweet and bitter. "I suppose you may," she sighed. Then, more gently, "You haven't forgotten the Worrynot?" At Kaloo's surprised look, Daril choked back a laugh. "Don't act so innocent. I don't need eyes in the back of my head to hear Roen whispering at the kitchen door, or see the flush on your cheeks. Now, don't get piqued. Go on, have your hour. I haven't forgotten when I was your age. But...be sure he's clean. And take your time about it. And if you do change your mind, tell him so. Don't..."
Kaloo let the door slam on the rest.
•
Kaloo arrived at L'Fertti's house out of breath. She had resisted the temptation to run, but she had hurried despite the heat. Daril's last words echoed in her mind. "If you change your mind, tell him so." It was the only valid bit of advice she had given. Well, and Kaloo would, if what L'Fertti proposed were too distressing. She shut her eyes, pushing away the old tales of disgusting and terrifying spell casting.
She knocked twice at the rickety door and then pushed in as his voice bade her. He was sitting at his splintery table, looking a bit surprised. "You've come early. Well, that's good."
"What will you ask me to do?" she demanded breathlessly.
"Nothing half so interesting as what you must be imagining," he replied with cynical amusement. "Sit down and stop fluttering. It's really very simple," he began. "Every day at about this time, we will stroll together through the Market for an hour or so. I will be acting like your aged uncle, and you will carry a basket for our little purchases. My appearance will be altered so that no one will know me."
"What about mine?" Kaloo cut in anxiously.
He looked at her with tolerant superiority. "My girl, a person could see you four times an hour and not remark on you. Perfect face for this work; very indistinguishable. Now, be quiet and listen. On one of our strolls, we will encounter Count Dashif. Not that we want him to notice us. He will be wearing some green-stoned earrings. When we are very close to him, I will work a small magic, causing the earrings to drop from his ears. You will retrieve them and run off into the crowd."
At the name Dashif, Kaloo had frozen. "No," she said simply when L'Fertti stopped. She rose to go. His knuckly hand detained her.
"Don't you wish to know your luck day and hour?"
"It sounds to me like we'd find my death day and hour. All know Count Dashif's reputation. He gives me the shivers. What about the Farmer's Market Massacre?"
"Rumors. There's no proof he was even there."
"And that poor camel?"
"Was just a camel. Besides, he won't have time to kill you. You snatch up the earrings and you're gone."
"I can't outrun his pistols," Kaloo said. "Sorry. It's not worth that much to me."
"Go on, then!" He gave her a disgusted push. "Look at you. I don't know why the idea crossed my mind. Now that I see you again. I realize that you lack the discipline to become a student of magic. No patience! No courage! Begone. I'd be crazy to accept you as a student."
Kaloo was halfway to the door. "Student?" she asked the graying wood. She spun around. "You mean you'd teach me? You'd show me how to invest my magic after we discovered my luck time?"
"I had been considering it."
"For just this one task?" Business sense, ingrained by years with Daril, came to the fore. "You're offering to tutor me for just this one task?"
L'Fertti hesitated fractionally. "After we do this one small task, we'd try you out on the training. I'd expect you to do small chores about the place here, cleaning up and whatnot, so I could keep your tuition low. But..." he hastily added at the look of dismay on Kaloo's face, "of course the first three lessons would be free. For helping me with the earrings."
Kaloo wet her lips. "When would we start?"
"As soon as we secured the earrings. A client of mine has seen them and longs to possess them, but the Count will not be parted from them. A simple matter."
"No." She eyed him closely and made her counteroffer. "We start today, and each day I walk with you in the Market, I get a lesson. Who knows how long it might be before we get a glimpse of Dashif wearing those particular earrings? It's purely a matter of coincidence."
L'Fertti frowned her down. "It is not! For a man to lose an earring is a random happening. For me to be following him, desiring his earrings, when he happens to lose both of them, that is magic. Don't you see? Coincidence is the Foundation of All Magic! That's your first lesson. Come, here's a basket. Let's take our stroll."
Kaloo was a bit disappointed when his disguise consisted of a broad-brimmed hat and a stained brown cloak. She swallowed it when he told her archly, "And another thing. Always conserve your magic. Never waste a spell where a lie or a simple deception will suffice."
But it was not on their first stroll, nor on their third, or even on the fifth that they met Dashif. Kaloo began to learn. She learned to wriggle the middle toes of her feet without the other toes budging. She learned patterns of breathing. Her hands grew steady as she tried to balance glass balls atop one another. She learned to look shy when Daril questioned her, and every other day to dump a little Worrynot into the fire.
She even learned to enjoy their slow strolls through the Market. She had thought that she knew it as well as the back of her hand, but L'Fertti introduced her to the dry and dusty shops that wizards frequented, and the strange herbs that one might purchase in them. He told her peculiar uses for ordinary cooking spices, and taught her more than he realized with his snippets of gossip about the folk they passed. Kaloo absorbed it all. She pushed away the knowledge that her lessons would end with her snatching of the earrings, for she would never have the money to pay even the lowest tuition. Her fear of Dashif she pushed away as well. Magic had begun to seem a demanding but fascinating profession, until the day she caught a glimpse of a red linen cloak through the crowd.
She experienced a change of heart, unnerving in its intensity. Her hands were sweaty, her stomach cold. Something about Dashif repelled and fascinated her, drawing her to him as it terrified her. "Anyone but him," she whispered to L'Fertti, who appeared not to hear. His fingers tightened on her arm and she felt herself propelled through a crowd that seemed to magically melt out of their way.
Count Dashif was looking for someone. It was plain from his leisurely saunter and the way his eyes wandered over the milling people. His curly black hair was pushed back off his shoulders so the sun struck the dangling earrings and the vertical welts beneath his eyes. He paused to smile at fair-haired Selita of the rug booth, who went pale under her tan and vanished behind her wares. He gave an almost imperceptible shrug and strolled on.
"I've heard four different stories of how his face was marked," L'Fertti confided to Kaloo softly.
Kaloo was not interested in any of them. "He knows about us. L'Fertti, he's watching us. Let's get out of here!" Her frantic whisper had a hysterical edge.
"Don't be stupid!" the wizard growled. His brief puzzlement was being replaced by amazement. "He's trolling for blonds! I never would have believed it of him."
This cryptic remark was no comfort, and Kaloo nearly screamed as he maneuvered them ever closer to Dashif, until they were strolling along in his wake. She felt exposed, but the camouflage of the crowded market was effective. Dashif paid them no attention.
Kaloo peered sideways at L'Fertti, wondering what the delay was. His lips were mumbling in his beard, and his free hand made small, furtive passes. Nothing happened. The old man's magic wasn't working. Her mouth went dry and sweat stung her eyes. Why didn't he give up and get them both out of here?
But still they trailed along behind the whip-hand of His Scarlet Eminence. Kaloo began to feel she could not get her breath. Dizziness swept over her, and then a disorienting sense of being one with L'Fertti. She could sense the magic tingling in the hand that gripped her arm above her elbow. In the same instant, a jealous rage overtook her, and she wished Dashif every evil that could befall a man. Just as abruptly as her emotions had risen, they fell off.
So did everything else. Women shrieked and men roared in outrage as L'Fertti's spell of unfastening succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. The green earrings slipped from Dashif's ears. His white silk blouse flared suddenly open, baring a hirsute chest. He paid this no mind as the belt that supported his flintlocks came unbuckled as well. All around them, horses' cinches were dangling, women were scrabbling after bracelets and necklaces sliding from their bodies, not to mention garments artfully fashioned and tied that were now so many rectangles of slipping cloth. A City Guard stood astounded in the ringing hail of his chain mail dropping away from him in a shower of links. A flock of chickens, their legs trussed for the market, found themselves free and added their escape to the general confusion. L'Fertti dropped Kaloo's arm, hissed, "Get them!" and vanished into the crowd. He looked rattled.
Kaloo hesitated fractionally and then dove for the earrings. Her hand closed on one, and she sprang after the other that had landed to one side, nearly in an offering bowl of nuts for Rikiki. As she shot up, she almost struck foreheads with Dashif, who was struggling to fasten his belt while juggling his pistols. For an instant their eyes locked. Her heart jammed in her throat; the screams and curses of the crowd around her went unheard. Face to face, close enough to kiss or kill, they stood. His eyes held hers like a snake's hold a bird's. It took a long instant for her to realize he was as paralyzed by her visage as she was by his. Something...there was something there. She broke free of it at the same moment he did and sprang away, as much from his darting grip as to the other earring.
Her luck saved her. He was hampered by his loosened clothing. She had long grown used to dealing with hers. Just as her hand would have landed on the earring, however, a small brown chipmunk shot out of nowhere and snatched up the shining thing. Then it was gone, scampering up a post to spring onto the roof of a stall and disappear. She caught a glimpse of its brown body as it leaped to the next stall. She heard the Count's roar: "Stop that girl!" But most of the crowd was too busy refastening clothing or jewelry to obey, and the rest could not decide which girl he wanted caught. Kaloo writhed away, slipped down an alley between stalls, and was gone, her long legs stretched in a flat run. In one fist she gripped the earring.
•
"A chipmunk ate it?" L'Fertti glared at her suspiciously.
"Yes!" Kaloo was in no mood to be doubted. After eluding Count Dashif, she had taken a long, circuitous route to L'Fertti 's house. Events had been falling into place in her mind. She felt angry and bold. "What's the matter? Is it the wrong one?"
She regretted the remark when his strong fingers closed tightly around her wrist. "If you have it, wench, you'd better turn it over to me now. If you've figured out what it is, then you know that you're close enough for me to use it."
"I don't have it!" she hissed, angry at the tears of pain that started in her eyes.
"Let's hope not'" He glared a moment longer, then dropped her wrist.
"You knew my luck time all along. You used me!" Kaloo flared at him, her anger so fierce she trembled in its grip.
"No, I did not!" the old man denied it. "I was as surprised as you when it happened. I had heard it was possible; rumor has it that the Gold priests were linked in just such a fashion, sharing their moments of luck. Evidently, we share the hour, but not the day. Today was your day. Your luck came and I accidentally tapped it, increasing two-fold the power of my little spell. A spell already made strong by my proximity to my invested object."
"It all just happened to benefit you, by coincidence," Kaloo said snidely.
L'Fertti looked at her with sudden speculation. "A bizarre chain of circumstances, and a fortuitous coincidence. Your magic will be very strong, once it's trained." He gave her a piercing look. Kaloo dropped her eyes before it. She knew that gleam from a thousand trips to the market. Daril had explained it to her. "When anyone looks at you like that," she had said, "it means you have something they want. Be cagey, then. It almost always means there's a profit to be turned." So Kaloo watched him through her lashes.
L'Fertti was suddenly sounding like her teacher again. "At that moment of magic you felt, did you have any recollection of your own birth? It's not uncommon. Some have even reported that during their first attempts at investiture, they were distracted by sharing the emotions their mothers felt at their births. What did you sense?"
"I...nothing." She shut her mouth with a snap. Whatever he was fishing for, he wasn't going to get it for free. Kaloo felt strangely possessive of those few shared moments. So her mother had hated Dashif. It was not an uncommon emotion in Liavek. And it was none of L'Fertti's business.
"I see. Well. Perhaps with more training. It was not as if you were actually attempting the magic this time." If he was disappointed, he covered it well. She watched him absently snap the earring back into his right ear. "You didn't happen to pick up any other jewelry, did you? There was a good bit of it lying about in the street when we were through."
"I'm not a thief!" Her words were sharp, but she felt a tingle down her spine. "We," he had said. It had been her luck, too, that had wrought that magnificent mess. Hers as much as his. But now her lessons were over. A thoughtful frown creased her forehead, and then she suddenly had to scowl blackly to keep the grin from her face. So that's what the wiley old codger was after—the use of her magic! She'd let him have it, of course. On her terms. She glanced up to find him watching her closely.
"Headache?" he asked solicitously. "Why don't you brew us some tea to ease it? We'll celebrate together. I'd still call our day a partial success, wouldn't you?"
"I suppose." Kaloo sighed. "At least you got one earring back. I'm sorry about the other one. And I'm afraid I don't much feel like celebrating. Maybe I'd better be going home."
"Now?" L'Fertti near yelped, then hastily cleared his throat. "You haven't had any tea yet! I can't send you off home with a headache. You sit still now, I'll make the tea. Don't go away!" He scuttled over to the kettle, smiling anxiously at her as he clattered for cups and herbs. Kaloo leaned her face into her hands, trying desperately to erase a grin.
"To my apprentice!" L'Fertti suggested the toast a few moments later as he poured steaming yhinroot tea into two cracked mugs.
But Kaloo only lifted a doleful face to his toast. "Not anymore," she reminded him. "I haven't a coin to go on with my lessons. Besides, I know my luck time. That's all I really wanted. After today, I know that investing my luck would probably just get me into trouble. You were right, L'Fertti. I was never cut out to study magic."
"No! I was wrong!" He spoke urgently. "You have a great future in magic. A marvelous future. Kaloo, you mustn't be discouraged now. You're my apprentice. For free."
She shook her head sadly, staring into her tea.
"Why not?" he asked coaxingly. He reached across the table to pat her hand. Tears brimmed the dark eyes she turned up to him.
"I'm afraid," she said simply. "I've heard stories about...things one must do to be an apprentice. You might ask me to...do something..." She let her voice trail off childishly.
"Oh, never!" He denied it warmly, squeezing her small, lax hand. "You'd never have to do anything that upset you. I promise. Why, you'd have as much say in what we did with our luck as I did."
"Do you mean that?" The relief in Kaloo's voice was pathetic.
"On my luck! I swear it!" he vowed fervently and hastily.
Kaloo's face changed. She leaned back in her chair, casually brushing the dark curls from her face. She smiled at him easily as she lifted her mug of tea. "Then let's drink to your partner!" she amended the toast, and felt a small satisfaction as he choked. "You still owe me a day's lesson," she reminded him curtly.
He nodded a brusque agreement to her deal. "I'll make it short," he snapped. "Ponder this and be humbled. Is magic our manipulation of coincidence, or is coincidence the magic manipulating us, for its own secret ends?"
"Short, but pithy!" Kaloo refused to be daunted. She set down her mug and gave him a smile. "I have to go. Yesterday Daril grumbled that delivering groceries isn't the only thing that Roen's slow about."
He stared blankly at her before he said, "Go, then. But come back tomorrow."
•
L'Fertti watched the narrow smile tip over her thin face, and then she was gone, slamming his door behind her. He eased back in his chair and let his own smile break out. She might be merchant raised, but he was fishmonger bred. Always let the customer walk away thinking she's driven a hard bargain, he reminded himself. Never let one know she's taken just what you wanted to sell her, at your price. Kaloo should have guessed that their moment of magical unity flowed both ways. He knew as much as she did; perhaps more. He wasn't an idealistic adolescent, who could look bare truth in the face, then deny it to herself. Maybe his luck was still riding around in a chipmunk's cheek, but he had Dashif's daughter in the palm of his hand.



"Bound Things" by Will Shetterly
ONE SUNNY AFTERNOON in Buds, three wizards sat in a quiet room. The youngest, a small man with grim features, said, "You can handle this alone?"
The eldest was a very dark, very handsome man whose black goatee hung midway down his chest. He smiled and said, "Of course. After you do your part."
"There must be a reason," the youngest insisted, "why he is called The Magician."
The tallest, a woman who might have been a sister to the younger man, said, "Yes. Because he is vain. Because they do not know what magicians are in this uncivilized place. Because he is the most powerful of the village witches who live on that gaudy lane they call Wizard's Row."
The eldest laughed. "Don't underestimate him. Would we be here in Liavek, if he was weak?"
"Then why does he hide his name?"
The youngest said, "To keep us from gaining power over him?"
The woman sneered, then laughed. "If so, Liavekans are all superstitious savages! Do other magicians in Liavek hide their names or their parentage?"
"No," the eldest answered. "They are like most sorcerers. They only conceal their birthdays and the vessels of their power." Frowning, the woman said, "Then why does The Magician hide his name?"
"He does not," the eldest answered. "It is said his name is Trav."
"Trav?" the young man asked. "As in trav?" He almost barked the word; it meant "spider" in Tichenese. "Or traav?" Drawling its syllables, it meant "lefty" in Zhir. "Which hand does he favor?"
The eldest smiled at them both. "Does it matter?"
"No," the woman answered, returning his smile. "Not now."
•
Trav lay on his stomach on a carpet on the floor of his study and idly flipped through the most recent edition of the Cat Street Crier. A half-eaten biscuit sat on a green porcelain plate beside him, which interested a fat, shaggy black cat. Next to the plate was a cup of the same green porcelain, holding the dregs of some pale tea. On the small of his back was a sleeping silver-blue kitten.
Trav wore a long blue robe over tight black trousers, and his sandaled feet were crossed as he scratched the outside of his left ankle with his right foot. His only jewelry was a plain but heavy polished-brass bracelet on each wrist. His sandy hair was cropped close to his skull, his jaw was cleanly shaven, and his eyes were yellow, maybe brown, perhaps green. His face bore no more lines of age or experience than that of a pampered youth.
A voice filled the room like the striking of a gong. "Two prospective clients seek audience with you, O noble master."
The cat leaped away from the biscuit and fled guiltily out of the room; the kitten did not wake. Trav looked up from the Crier and said, "Who're you trying to impress, Gogo?"
"I shall ask their names as you request, O mighty Magician." Trav sighed, reached around to transfer the kitten from his back to a pillow, and received a swat for his effort. Gogo spoke again. "They are Sessi of Candlemaker's Street and her companion, the bold Sorel, O wise one."
He did not recognize either name, but he knew that Liavek grew faster than he could learn every person of consequence. He said, "Fine, Gogo. Let them in. And I don't care how rich they are, you needn't fawn so."
"I obey as always, O Magician of Magicians."
Tray sighed again, then stood. He set the cup and plate on a low ebony table by a wide wicker couch, popped the remaining fragment of biscuit into his mouth, glanced at the window which looked out on a sunny beach by a calm sea, and snapped his fingers. The scene beyond the window changed to the bright awnings of the Street of Scales. Hearing footsteps in the hall, Trav stepped to the door and, bowing low in the Tichenese manner, swung it wide.
The first thing he noticed was that the hall beyond was paved with glistening diamonds set in gold; Gogo was doing her best to impress these clients. The second thing he noticed were small, dirty feet which, he saw as his gaze traveled upwards, belonged to a small, dirty child. Her eyes were bright black beads beneath tangled hair, and her dress had been a sugar sack that still bore the imprint of the Gold Harbor Trading Company. The girl smiled shyly, saying, "Hello, Master Magician. Can you find my dolly?" In the palm of her outstretched hand was a very thin half-copper coin.
A boy, little taller than the girl though his gauntness and his swagger said he was twice her age, stood behind her. A silver knife was stuck through his sash as though he dared anyone to take it. He pulled a faded cloth cap from his head and said, "I came so's Sessi wouldn't get lost, Your Magiciancy."
Tray whispered, "Gogo..." The guardian did not answer. The children watched him with expectant eyes. "Your...dolly?" he said at last.
"Yes!" said the girl, beginning to cry. "My dolly!"
"Gogo..." Tray whispered again. When he saw that the boy studied him with his head cocked warily, Tray shrugged and said, "Enter."
Sorel took the girl's hand and led her into the room. "C'mon, Sessi. The Magician'lI find your doll."
Tray bit his lip, then spoke carefully. "This isn't my usual sort of commission. You understand that, don't you?"
The girl nodded. "Yes. You'll find my dolly."
"That's not—"
"I got money. Lookit!" She thrust the copper coin at him. Her voice quavered as though more tears were imminent.
"That is a great deal of money," Tray said gently. "Still—"
The door from the hall opened, and a short woman with hair the color of brass stepped into the room. She was barefoot, and her tunic was a simple white garment, but her hair was elaborately coiffed and her copper-dark skin was very clean. "Trav..." she said. Her voice was husky, promising pleasure if he pleased her and trouble if he did not. Her eyes were as green as emeralds.
Trav glanced up. "Who's watching the front door, Gogo?"
"Didi, of course."
"Then who's watching the back?"
"No one's dared to go there in seventy-five years. And Didi's not so simple that he can't handle both."
"You want something? I'm in conference."
"No." Gogo smiled. Leaving, she added, "I'm glad you've agreed to help them." The door closed on her last word.
"Gogo!" Trav raced after her, but when he entered the hallway, it was quiet, shadowy, and empty. "I will never be rich," he whispered.
Gogo's voice rang in the hall like chimes. "Look again at the girl's coin, my wise master. And ask the boy to describe the doll, and how it was stolen."
Trav's eyes flicked wide. As he hurried back into the study, the children stared at him.
"That's all we got," said Sorel. "Unless..." The boy's voice saddened as his fingers touched the hilt of his silver knife.
"No," Trav said. He took Sessi's half-copper piece and saw that it bore the stamp of Nevriath the Unlucky, the last ruler of S'Rian before Liavekan nomads came almost seven hundred years ago. Tel Jassil of the Street of Old Coins would pay a small fortune for such an antiquity, for His Scarlet Eminence, the Levar's Regent, would pay Jassil a larger one to add it to his collection.
Trav allowed himself a tiny smile. "If Gogo thinks we've made a fine bargain, I could hardly alter it now." He nodded, and the coin disappeared from his fingers. "Tell me about this doll."
"It's my dolly," said Sessi. "Some bad men took it."
"The Titch took it," Sorel explained.
"The...Titch?"
"Yeah. The one that's got that big house on the Levar's Way, just past Temple Hill."
Trav stared, then laughed in delight. "The Tichenese ambassador?"
Sorel nodded.
"He stole a doll?"
Sessi sniffed, nodded, and said, "Bad old Titch."
"Not by himself," said Sorel.
"Of course not," said Trav. "There's a Tichenese saying: When others act for you, you pay for success; they pay for failure. "
"Huh?"
"Who took the doll?"
The boy squinted nervously. "Some sailors. They snatched Sessi's doll, and she came and got me. I followed them to the Titch's house. I didn't actually see the head Titch. But that's where they went, the Titch's house, and they didn't come out again."
"And you didn't try to go in?"
"You know how well they guard that place?"
Trav nodded. "Describe the doll."
The boy looked at the girl, then said, "Well, it looks like a Titch, and it's about a foot long, and it's carved out of wood. Not very well carved, either. And it's got a little beard made of camel hair, but it was wearing a dress—"
"A long robe?" said Trav. "Golden, like the ambassador's? Or dark blue, with some silver trim?"
"Blue and silver, mostly."
"Gogo was right to admit you."
"What do you mean, your Magiciancy?" Sorel asked.
"Never mind." Trav turned to the girl. "Where did you find your dolly?"
She looked down, then whispered, "Sorel gave him to me."
"Oh?"
Sorel bit his lip. "Yeah. I didn't think anyone at the markets would want a Titch doll. 'Specially not a badly carved one."
"And where did you find it?"
"Um, I was in this house—"
The Magician's eyes narrowed, and he said, "I don't care that you stole it. Tell me from whom."
"Deremer Ledoro."
"On Pine Street? Dances at Tam's Palace?"
Sorel stared in surprise or fear. "How'd you know?"
"I'm The Magician. I'm amazed Deremer's home wasn't better guarded."
"It used to be. But all she's got now are a few locks on the windows and doors." Sorel shrugged. "Cheap ones."
"Yes," said Trav. "So someone suspected that Deremer's luck had been freed or stolen, and you were sent because you're dispensable. "
"Because I'm good!"
"Did you find the S'Rian coin there?"
"I—"
"You want me to seek the doll?"
Sessi clutched Sorel's arm and said, "Yes!"
"Then tell me what I need to know."
Sorel glanced at Sessi. "The coin was in Deremer's house."
Trav nodded. "Thank you." He glanced at the ceiling. "I think we'll have refreshments now. And then one of my servants will call upon our ambassador from the north."
When Gogo entered with a tray of wooden mugs and a pitcher of pineapple juice, the children were sitting on the wicker couch facing The Magician. Trav sat on the corner of his desk, folding a sheet of paper into the shape of a bird. Several paper birds already flapped around the room, much to the annoyance of the black cat, which crouched beneath the desk, and to the delight of the kitten, which bounded into the air, swatting at the birds.
Gogo glanced at Trav, who blushed and came to help her with the drinks. "My," she said. "You are in a good mood."
The Magician shrugged, then laughed. "I've heard interesting news. Someone," he said, still grinning, "has been very careless."
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Shortly thereafter, the two children emerged from 17 Wizard's Row. That day, the house was a white cottage that would not have been out of place on Kil Beach or Minnow Island, except perhaps for a tiny brass gargoyle's head set into the center of the front door. As the children left, the gargoyle called, "He said not to come back until tomorrow! So stay away until then! Or longer!"
Sessi whispered, "I liked the other one better."
Sorel said, "You mean that door-thing and the serving woman are the same?"
Sessi nodded. "'Cept somebody else is the door-thing, right now."
After an instant, Sorel said, "I knew that."
The tiny brass gargoyle snickered maliciously. The white fence gate closed behind The Magician's clients. When they had left Wizard's Row, Number 17 opened again. A small balding man in the grey and blue of the Levar's Guard looked in either direction, then stepped toward the street.
"You needn't hurry back," the gargoyle said.
The balding man laughed. "I like the other one better, too." He strode briskly to One-Hand Lane, where a young woman waited by an empty footcab.
She glanced at his uniform and his flintlock pistol, and said, "Afternoon, Captain. Where to?"
He sat in the cab. "The Tichenese embassy. And don't spare the horses."
The woman frowned as she lifted the shafts to draw the cab away. "If I have to hear more jokes," she mumbled, "I expect a good tip."
The officer was silent for the rest of their trip. The footcab traveled north on Cat Street, passing the flatboats and barges that plied the river and the canals, and then passing the boats' destination: Fisher's Market, the Old Town Market. Hawkers shouted their wares with glee, except for one sad-faced fellow crying plaintively, "Camel stew! Very cheap!" and the crowd slowed their passage until they neared Temple Hill.
The homes along the Levar's Way to the west of Temple Circle were walled as though they were fortresses, to keep out invaders in forgotten times and thieves in the present. Two very dark women and a man stood before the iron gates of one, with their arms crossed and no weapons visible. They wore the blue and silver robes of the Guild of Power, which proclaimed them to be among Tichen's most skillful sorcerers.
The footcab stopped by the three foreigners. The Guard captain stepped down, counted out his fare in shiny coppers, and walked toward the spiked gate as the footcab hurried away. The tallest sorcerer blocked his way, smiled down at him, and said, "Does the Ambassador expect you?"
"No," the captain answered calmly. "But he would do well to see me, if he did not want the City General to inquire about his dealings with Deremer Ledoro."
The sorcerer's grin widened. "Come, Captain. We shall take you to the one you seek. You will surrender your pistol?"
"Of course."
The smaller woman accepted the weapon and sneered slightly. Two of the sorcerers, the man and the tall woman, stepped back for the captain to lead, so he took the cobblestone road into the embassy. The grounds beyond the granite wall were elaborately gardened in Tichenese fashion, with small, shaped trees and streams that ran over beds of colored pebbles. The embassy stood several hundred yards beyond the gate.
The captain glanced back at his escorts. Though the young man's face was somber, the tall woman smiled. Her teeth glistened like marble. She said, "Do you have doubts about your mission, Captain?"
"No," the Liavekan answered quietly.
Both sorcerers extended their fingers toward the captain. "You should," the woman said, laughing as the captain disappeared.
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Naked of clothing and jewelry, he stood on cold limestone before a wall of polished black rock. Something cast light from behind him, and as he turned, he heard a polite cough that said he was not alone.
A handsome, middle-aged man with Tichenese features stood five paces away. His goatee hung as low as his sternum, and his hair was worn in many long braids. His robe was almost entirely indigo, with only a thin piping of silver at the hem and on each sleeve. The man bowed low and said, "Greetings to you, Trav The Magician. Do not step from the place where you stand, or I must burn you until you are but ashes. That would be a waste, don't you think?"
"Rather," Trav answered cautiously. The lack of windows and the cool, moist air suggested they stood in an unfinished basement, probably beneath the embassy. His disguise of the little balding man had disappeared with his clothes, his freedom, and, he noted, all his carefully prepared protective spells. His skull felt naked. When he passed his hand over it, he learned that his hair had been taken, too.
"You needn't trouble yourself about the vessel of your power, Colleague Trav, whatever it might be. All that you wore is far, far more than three paces away from you." The sorcerer smiled gently. "I'm sorry about making you bald. I've never known anyone to successfully invest power in hair, but I take no chances with one of your skill. Please, accept this as a gesture of respect."
Trav shrugged, wondering what other precautions the Tichenese had taken, and sat cross-legged on the chilly floor. "Surely this is an excess of respect, Chiano Mefini."
"Oh!" The sorcerer pursed his lips in pleasure. "My fame precedes me?"
"Who doesn't know of the Guild of Power's Young Teacher, whom some say intends to replace the Old Teacher soon?"
"In this uncivilized city," said Mefini, laughing, "no one but Trav The Magician. I enjoy playing the ambassador."
"You do it well. Why've you troubled to lure me here?"
"Ah, you come to the point, Colleague Trav." Mefini patted his goatee, then said, "And since you do, I'll tell you honestly that another war between Liavek and Ka Zhir would ensure that Tichen remains strong. Our Guild has done a few subtle things to hurry such a war, yet several of our agents have failed. We are not familiar with failure. When I suggested to the Old Teacher that Trav The Magician might have intervened, she laughed and said you were too concerned with your wealth and your safety to take sides. And then she suggested that I reassure myself." Mefini took a roll of yellowed parchment from his robe and opened it. "You recognize this?"
Trav studied the sigils. "Yes. The Scroll of Truth. You have much power, Chiano Mefini."
"Thank you." Mefini set the scroll carefully on the ground before Trav. "Place your hand upon it and swear on your luck and your life never to interfere in Tichenese matters. Then you may return to your house and your business."
"I don't suppose you'd accept my promise?" said Trav.
"I'm sorry. It must be the Scroll."
"I'd rather not."
"And I'd rather not kill you."
Trav nodded. "Good. Tell me, is the doll here?"
Mefini glanced at a dark corner perhaps ten feet away, where something small sat atop a crate. "Why?"
"Your ruse was well done." Trav propped his elbows behind him and leaned back as though he lay on the rug in his study. "I imagine you promised the boy a great deal of money to let you alter his memory for a few hours. Since he believed what he said, he couldn't give away your trap. Did you also bewitch the girl, so she believed she had owned the doll? Or did you fail to tell the boy why you had him burgle Deremer Ledoro's home, and he gave the doll to the girl as he said?"
"Does it matter?" Mefini asked.
"I suppose not," said Trav. "But you did have the boy burgle Ledoro's home."
"Yes." Mefini watched Trav as though he suspected there might be more to The Magician's speech than curiosity.
"I thought so," Trav said. "For me to believe his story, most of it had to be true. That was rather risky, Chiano Mefini." The shadows about The Magician seemed to grow blacker. Though his tone was casual, his eyes never left his captor's face.
"A risk worth taking," Mefini replied, smiling apologetically, "as you are now my prisoner." A hint of suspicion crept into his voice. "If you hope to regain your magic, I must confess that all your clothes and jewelry were sent into a volcano's womb. Whatever may have been the vessel of your luck, it is destroyed and you are powerless." Mefini coughed a command in Tichenese, and a ball of fire flared and died above Trav. As its ashes fell on Trav's naked form, Mefini said, "As you see, I am not. Tell what you think, Colleague Trav."
Trav laughed lightly. "I think Deremer Ledoro seduced you in order to study Tichenese magic. She must have learned your weakness and stolen it. When Ledoro's luck was freed by a friend of mine, you learned she was powerless and sent the boy to take back your doll. And then you thought to use these events to lure me from my home."
Mefini frowned. "My weakness, you say? You think you know what the doll is?"
"You expected its description to intrigue me and doubted I would guess its purpose?" The Magician smiled gently. "You are old, Chiano Mefini, perhaps older than I. Magicians wonder about other magicians, especially those who live for many years. It is the Master's Conundrum, I believe you call it in Tichen, yes? A magician must invest birth luck every year, and it cannot be used for any purpose while it is being invested in a vessel. A magician may stay magically young throughout the year, but eventually, we all grow too old to survive the weight of our true age during those few hours of investiture. Yet a magician who binds birth luck to create a talisman to stay young forever will have no more magic to use. Such a magician with enemies or covetous friends will soon be dead by other means than age. Still, solutions are available, as both of us have found."
Mefini gestured sharply. "Go on."
"A magician loved you," Trav said, "a magician whom you convinced or forced to bind his or her luck into an object whose only purpose is to keep you alive." Trav leaned back further and crossed his legs in perfect ease. "The doll, of course. Rather embarrassing when your Liavekan dancing girl stole it, I imagine."
Mefini shrugged. "I have it back. No matter." Then he grinned. "I appreciate your wisdom, Trav The Magician, yet here you are, my prisoner. Your luck has been freed, all your spells have failed, and two of my students are searching the famous Seventeen Wizard's Row at their leisure. But nothing shall be disturbed if you swear never to meddle in Tichenese matters." He pointed a ringed finger at the Scroll of Truth.
"I told you before," The Magician said carefully. "No."
"You have a rather foolish confidence, Colleague Trav."
"That's probably true. But let me tell you a story."
Mefini snorted, then smiled. "Very well, Colleague Trav. If you think it pertinent, I wish to hear it."
"Decide when I finish." Trav cleared his throat. "In 2947, while Liavek warred with Saltigos, there was a young Liavekan named Marik whose luck was such that he had learned the ill-luck periods of seven of the mightiest Saltigan wizards. He stole the vessels of their luck and destroyed each one during its owner's ill-luck period, thus freeing each wizard's luck for all time. The Saltigans, reasonably enough, believed Marik's death was vital to their cause. The leader of these Saltigans thought further, and decided that to strip Marik of his power and parade him before Liavek's walls might so dispirit the Liavekans that they would surrender. So the SaItigans hired three Tichenese sorcerers of your Guild to aid them. Perhaps some form of the tale has come down to you?"
"I almost recognize it," said Mefini. "Speak on."
"The three sorcerers studied the stars and the tides and the entrails of many rare animals, and then they got one of Marik's servants drunk and learned the time of Marik's birth. But they could not learn what vessel he used to keep his luck, so, at the hour when Marik's luck returned from its vessel to his body, the sorcerers used a spell to cast him naked into a prison of their choosing, much as you have done with me."
"Which is why you tell this story, I assume."
"Yes. Their purpose was different than yours, and they had more time to prepare, or so I assume. You will not be insulted if I say that their prison was far cleverer than yours, Chiano Mefini?"
"Oh?" Mefini frowned.
"Indeed. They sent Marik to a place beyond our world where he floated in something like mist. His luck was within him then, full and powerful, yet there was nothing for him to invest it in, not even ground beneath him, and nothing for him to employ it on. After the time of his birth had passed, the Tichenese sorcerers brought Marik back to our world."
Mefini raised his arms cautiously. "You are not saying we brought you here on your birthday? The odds of that are—"
Trav laughed. "No, Chiano Mefini. I swear it on my luck. I have not been telling you tales to lull you while I reinvested my magic."
"I see," Mefini said, though his shoulders were visibly stiff with tension. "Out of curiosity, Colleague Trav, was your luck in one of your bracelets? Wearing two is a common precaution."
"Not the bracelets," said Trav. "But let me finish my story. It is almost over."
"Very well."
'The sorcerers had complimented themselves on their cleverness as they called Marik back from that dimension of perfect emptiness. They had heard, of course, the rumor that a very rare individual could invest his luck in his own body, but they did not believe that was possible, no more than I believe it today. And so they imagined poor Marik would arrive magicless until his next birthday, ready for delivery to the Saltigans who would pay a premium for a service perfectly performed."
When Trav said no more, Mefini said, "And?"
Trav smiled. "And Marik appeared before them, as naked as he had been imprisoned, as naked as I am now. In his left fist, he held his severed right hand, the hand that he had cut from his arm with his birth magic and invested with his luck. They say Marik laughed as he slew his captors. Liavekans remember him as Marik One-Hand, and they still celebrate his birthday. The street near my house was named for him."
Mefini shuddered. "That's an ugly story. What's it have to do with us?"
"Much," said Trav, rising smoothly to his feet and pointing with his left hand at the crate where Mefini's doll lay. In the shadows, something like a large spider scuttled to the doll and embraced it. "You see," said Trav, bringing the stump of his right arm from behind his back, "I am Marik One-Hand, and I hold your life in my palm."
The two magicians stared at each other. The air in the basement seemed warmer and more humid than it had moments before. At last, Mefini set his hand on the Scroll of Truth and said sadly, "I swear to forfeit my life and my power if ever I meddle in the affairs of Liavek, or let anyone learn from me the secrets of Marik One-Hand, or use my knowledge in any way to harm Marik or Liavek. Will that suffice?"
"I could require more," Trav said. "But it will do."
"What of my students?"
Trav laughed. "My front door let them into a maze of mirrors. My cats have been amusing themselves by chasing your students through it for the past hour."
"Your cats?"
"Chaos and Disorder. They are a lioness and a tiger, at present."
"I...see." Mefini frowned. "Aren't the names redundant?"
"You have never kept cats." The Magician stepped to the crate where Mefini's doll was still in the severed hand's grip. As he fitted his right wrist to the hand, he glanced toward a door at the rear of the room and called, "Gogo!"
The door opened. Mefini's eyes grew wide in surprise as his students stumbled through it with two great cats snarling at their thighs. The hall beyond was brightly lit and seemed to be made of glowing diamonds set under glass. A short woman in a white tunic stood smiling in the doorway.
Trav told the cats, "That's enough," and they quit chasing the students in order to rub against his legs. "You can stop being affectionate; I'll feed you soon enough," he said. The cats continued, which almost made him fall several times as he carried Mefini's doll to the sorcerer. "It is hard to have cats and dignity," he said.
"I...suppose so," Mefini agreed, accepting the doll. The Magician's right wrist was ringed with a tiny scar, but otherwise appeared normal.
"Our powers didn't work in there!" one of the students gasped.
"No," Trav agreed. He glanced at Mefini. "I assume you'll be leaving Liavek soon?"
"Yes."
"Give my greetings to your colleagues in the Guild Of Power."
"If I do, they'll guess that you were responsible for my leaving, no matter what I may or may not say."
"Yes," Trav said. "Farewell, Chiano Mefini." He stepped into the bright hall with his cats, and the short woman kissed him, saying, "Hi, Baldy," as the door swung shut.
Mefini and his students stared at the basement door for several minutes. At last, the tall woman said, "Shall I?"
Mefini nodded. The woman went to the door and cautiously opened it. The dusty stairs to their embassy lay beyond.
•
In the long hallway of many doors that was sometimes found in The Magician's house, Gogo said, "You know, you might as well have declared war on Tichen's sorcerers."
"Yes," Trav answered.
"Good. Just so you know. What'll you do when the children come tomorrow?"
"I doubt the boy'll return. When Mefini's memory spell fades, the boy'll go to the embassy for payment. Once he learns that the ambassador left suddenly for Tichen, he'll stay far away from Wizard's Row for some time, I suspect."
"And the girl?"
"I only agreed to seek the doll."
"Trav..."
"Maybe we can make her a doll that looks like the one she lost?"
"She lives on the city streets, you know. With no more friends than that boy, who will probably abandon her if he can think of no more schemes in which to use her."
"There is the Levar's Orphanage, Gogo."
"I was thinking of Tel Jassil on the Street of Old Coins. He's kind, and he has no children. If you made her adoption a part of the price for the S'Rian coin—"
"He'd pay me half its value, then!"
"Yes." She kissed him. "Poor Trav."
As they stepped into his study, he said, "I will never be rich."
Gogo laughed and put her arm about his waist. "But you'll live well."



"The Fortune Maker" by Barry B. Longyear
IT WAS THE Thirteenth of Flowers. As he studied the tangle of yhinroot fibers at the bottom of his cup, Elmutt the garbage picker was thinking that there was something different about this day. It was more than Tavi being absent. The little troll always made himself scarce when Elmutt was in Almantia's presence. It was something else. There was something different about Elmutt.
"Elmutt?"
He looked up from his cup, not quite letting his gaze fall on Almantia's face. It was not that he found her face disagreeable. Quite the contrary. His eyes could not bear to tease his heart any further with the impossible.
"Elmutt? Will you answer me?" There was a note of impatience in her words. But it was the kind of note a parent plays for a beloved child. In his heart he felt something between anger and despair. Almantia was barely old enough to wed, and Elmutt was no child.
"My sorrow, good lady. My mind was wandering."
"They say that if one lets the mind wander, one might lose it." She gestured with her hand at the loaf and pot. "I asked if you would care for some more tea."
He looked into her face. She had an uncommon fairness about her complexion and features. A kind of beauty Elmutt secretly suspected her grandfather, the wizard Yolik, must have created for her. No one, he thought, was ever that beautiful. How can she talk about tea? Can't she hear my heart dying?
"Yes, if it pleases you."
She talked as she poured the vaporous liquid from the pot into Elmutt's cup. "Do you remember the first time we had tea?"
"Yes. Three years ago today."
She grinned. "I'm surprised you remembered." She pointed at his cup. "Hurry, drink up before it gets cold."
Elmutt lifted the cup and sipped at the brew, the ribbons of sweet and bitter alternately caressing and flogging his tongue. Of course he remembered. He had been picking among the infrequently visible refuse of Wizard's Row, Tavi nagging from his shoulder, searching for things that might aid him in breaking his luck. She had appeared before him, her delicate olive face a jewel in the setting of her white and silver gown and veil. Of course he remembered. The moment she appeared, Tavi had vanished. It had been the first time since he could remember that he had been free of the troll, not by the creature's choosing. Tavi was afraid of the wizard's granddaughter.
Almantia had said to him, "Picker, I have some cleaning and errands I want done. Could you use a few extra coppers?" There was a terror in his heart. Instantly he loved her and, at the same time, forbade himself to feel his love. Such a love would be too easy a target for Tavi's scorn. It would be a ridiculous love—a woman of such station and an insect from Dung Alley? Ridiculous. A wizard and a lame garbage picker? Ridiculous. Existence had already placed upon his shoulders more weight than he could carry. Elmutt refused to carry the additional burden of being ridiculous.
He did the work that she wanted, and over the next three years she hired him many times to scrub steps, take away refuse, purchase things for her, deliver messages. But he never spent any of the coppers that she paid him. He could not bear the thought of parting with the coins, for Almantia had touched them.
When he had finished his errands that first day, she had invited him into her gold and white tiled kitchen for yhinroot tea. Taking tea together had become a regular ritual. He disliked yhinroot tea, but it was a small price to pay to be near her.
As they sipped from their cups she would talk to him, telling him of her magic studies, her hopes and her dreams. Sometimes she would fill the moment with idle gossip. At other times she would describe the seemingly endless parade of handsome, wealthy suitors that desired her, the gifts with which they showered her, the performances and ceremonies to which they brought her, every word both a treasure and a wound to the garbage picker.
Sometimes she would ask his advice about small things. Sometimes she would flirt with him, touching his face with her hand, winking at him, once even giving him a kiss on his cheek.
He raised his hand to his cheek where her lips had innocently touched it with eternal mischief. He heard her voice.
"Elmutt, you are not listening. Is something wrong? You look very strange."
He brought his thoughts back to the present and lowered his hand. "Again, my sorrow." He chanced a look at her face. Her brow carried a hint of genuine concern. His gaze touched her eyes and darted away in the fear that his own eyes might reveal his longing, his pain. He did not think he could survive her laughing at his love. He picked up his cup and pretended to be intensely interested in its contents.
"Elmutt, you aren't thinking of investing your luck, are you? I know you once entertained such a thought. I warned you about trying such a thing then."
Automatically he shook his head in the negative. "No, good lady. If one learned in magic, such as yourself, is not considered sufficiently prepared to attempt investiture, I would be a fool to try."
Her hand reached across the table and closed over his. "If you tried, Elmutt, you would sicken and die." Her hand withdrew as she laughed. "I would hate to lose my dear little picker."
He tossed down his tea, the scalding of his gullet nothing compared to the fire burning upon the back of his hand. He put down the cup and pushed himself up from his cushion. "I must be going, good lady. Will you need me tomorrow?"
She stood and began gathering the things from the table. "No. I will be away tomorrow, but come the day after and see."
"Very well. The day after tomorrow, then."
She turned from the basin stand and gave the picker a gentle look. "Be kind to yourself, Elmutt."
"I will…. My thanks."
He bowed out of the kitchen, the words choking him, and fled to the street as fast as his crippled leg would allow. Once outside he reached for his picker's bag, noticing that Tavi was not waiting for him. For the moment he would at least be spared his creature's abuse. Elmutt put the bag over his shoulder and looked back. Almantia's house had already vanished. The picker sighed and began the limp back to Dung Alley.
•
It was evening, the harsh, reedy sounds of the snake flutes mixing with the smells of spice and decay. As Elmutt entered the north end of Dung Alley he paused to let his gaze rest once more upon the Skull. Again, there was that strange feeling. It was not the helpless silent rage that usually choked him. It was different. Something much calmer, yet bearing more strength. A curious feeling.
He lowered his sack of pickings, still staring at the place that had been the closest thing to what he could ever call home. The building was not unusually tall for the city of Liavek. There were other structures much taller. Its four floors and spired roof, however, stood like a mast above the hovels lining the filth-strewn path in Old Town called Dung Alley. On the alley, they called the landmark Narkaan's Skull, referring both to the ancient god of ghosts and the gaping holes carved in the structure by weather, time, and vandals.
Viewed from the proper direction, it did look like a skull. The missing walls on the third and fourth floors formed the great gaping eye sockets and nose hole, the grinning teeth formed by a crumbling balcony. From any other angle the building looked to be nothing more than a ruin. From where Elmutt stood, it looked like a skull.
Beneath the structure was Ghaster the garbage picker's cellar. There he collected, cleaned, repaired, stored, displayed, and sold the minor treasures Elmutt gleaned from Liavek's waste. And there Ghaster would isolate himself and cancel the profit he had made by drinking an endless river of Dragonpiss. Where there had once been fear of the old fat man there was now a numbness in Elmutt's heart.
Ghaster's cruelty was legend on Dung Alley. The story had often been told of the time when the picker's bond child, Elmutt, was three or four years old, standing at the top of the cellar's long flight of stone stairs. Ghaster had stood at the bottom of the stairs and had called to the boy to jump into his open arms. The boy had squealed with glee, jumped, and Ghaster had simply stepped out of the way, allowing Elmutt to crash to the stone floor. Those who witnessed the event heard Ghaster tell the boy, "That is to teach you never to trust anyone." The fall injured Elmutt's left leg, giving him the limp that he still carried.
Elmutt looked down at his crippled leg. It was the visible manifestation of one of the scars that he carried on his heart. But Ghaster at least was predictable. The beatings, the verbal assaults, the brief glimpses of a rapidly eroding humanity, were as familiar to Elmutt as the times of the sun, the moon, and the tides. As familiar as Tavi's taunts.
He thought of her. Almantia was much different.
He straightened as another scar on his heart opened, flooding him with shame, anger and pain. Elmutt held his hand to his cheek. She only kissed him in fun, because she was young, alive, and she found amusement in seeing the picker embarrassed. It was no more than that. It could never be more than that.
The image of Narkaan's Skull blurred and Elmutt realized that his eyes were filled with tears. Almantia's kiss hadn't embarrassed him. Her lips had shattered his heart.
"Move on, picker!"
He turned to his right, expecting to see Tavi. Instead he saw the hag, Cankera, standing amidst her evil-smelling piles of used clothing. "I have as much right to stand in this alley as anyone, hag."
She folded her fleshy arms and spat back at him. "I'll get no buyers with you stinking up the front of my stall. Move on, Worrynot's Humiliation!" Her cackle filled the alley, drawing the many eyes in their direction.
Elmutt swallowed his anger, put his bag over his shoulder and aimed his limp toward the Skull.
Worrynot's Humiliation.
Ghaster had titled him that, Elmutt's existence being graphic evidence of the esteemed contraceptive weed's fallibility. Sometimes Ghaster would goad him with the story of how he had acquired his bond child from the crone who had, in turn, picked the foundling out of the garbage behind Serena's Couch, a house of negotiable virtue at the south end of Rat's Alley. Elmutt would try at times to imagine his mother, the whore—
"There is only so much of this that any man can take," he whispered to himself.
That calm, strong feeling again invaded his pain. This time he recognized the feeling. Somewhere in the back of his head he had found the courage to make the decision. Tomorrow would be the Fourteenth of Flowers. Tomorrow he would attempt to change the luck that had steered him through sorrow ever since he could remember. He would invest his luck, or die trying. In the western sky, beyond the Hill of Temples and the Levar's palace, there were storm clouds building.
•
Outside it was raining into the blackness of the alley. In the cellar, Elmutt sat upon his pallet while Ghaster reclined upon his collection of greasy cushions, his perennial jug of Dragonpiss cradled in his arms. The shadows thrown by the two candles that burned between them made the mounds of bottles and cliffs of broken furniture shiver in the dark.
"Where is your little friend, Elmutt?"
"Do you mean Tavi?"
Ghaster snorted out a laugh. "What other friend do you have?"
"Tavi is no friend." He pointed a finger at Ghaster. "You cannot see him. How do you know Tavi isn't spitting into your precious bottle this instant?"
"I know." Ghaster took a swallow from his jug and replaced it upon the cushion as he wiped the back of his hand against his mouth. "I know because if Tavi were here, you two would be fighting. It is too serene here for Tavi to be present."
Elmutt slowly shook his head. "Tavi has been missing since before I entered Yolik's house this afternoon. Perhaps a dog ate him."
"You can always dream, Elmutt." After taking another swallow, Ghaster settled more deeply into his cushions. "Tell me your dream. Your other dream."
Elmutt ignored the request and closed his eyes as he leaned his back against a large wicker basket filled with junk.
"Tell me your dream."
Elmutt opened his eyes and glared at his master. "Why, Ghaster? So you can make fun of it again?"
"No, boy. I like to hear you tell it. It is a nice dream to listen to for one who sleeps in garbage."
Elmutt frowned. The fat, greasy man had often asked to hear what he called Elmutt's dream. Always, after hearing it, Ghaster would heap scorn and abuse on his bond child. There used to be beatings, as well. But Elmutt was now grown enough to kill his master, which he once proved as he terminated Ghaster's last whipping by beating his master senseless. For the first time, however, Elmutt saw that Ghaster was old. Very old, and sick. Elmutt also saw for the first time that Ghaster was not in love with his own life. His master had some pain of his own.
Elmutt shook his head. "I cannot bring myself to pity you, Ghaster."
The fat man laughed. "I do not want pity. Not from you." He took another swallow from his jug and lowered the container to his lap. He pointed a pudgy finger. "From you I want to hear the dream."
"It is not a dream. It is my plan."
"Yes, yes." Ghaster nodded, his face serious. "Go on."
Tomorrow evening he would attempt investiture. This might be, he thought, a good time to review it and see if there was anything left undone.
"My plan is to change my luck. From my birth, to the infliction of Tavi on my person, to my purchase by you, I have been at the mercy of a perverse fate. This can be changed. My plan is to place my fate under my control. During the time of birthday magic, I will perform the rite and invest my luck in a vessel. I will become a great wizard, and with my luck at my fingertips throughout the year, I will acquire the wealth to live in ease and splendor. I will have fine clothes, rich foods, servants, a beautiful and loving wife, the smell of clean air in my nostrils. I will have power! That, Ghaster, is my plan. Now it is your turn to try and spoil it."
Ghaster sat up on his cushions, his gaze fixed upon the flame of one of the candles. Instead of beginning his usual scornful review, however, the old garbage picker studied the flame for a moment, then lifted his gaze and studied Elmutt's face. "What day is it?"
"It is Windday."
"The date. What is the date?"
"It is the Thirteenth."
Ghaster frowned deeply as he sat forward and nodded. "And tomorrow is the Fourteenth, the day you think you were born. You have made a decision, haven't you? You are really going to try it?"
"Yes."
"That is the strangeness I saw in your face." The fat man shook his head. "It is so dangerous. If you are not successful, you will die. Don't you remember what happened to the shoemaker, Ulduss? His uncle was a magician, yet with that advantage he died."
"I know. However, my rotting master, only those who find life attractive fear death."
"Elmutt, learned magicians with many years of experience often fail at investiture."
"I know that as well. I am as prepared as I will ever be."
Ghaster leaned back against his cushions, took a swallow from his jug, and looked back at Elmutt. "How can you even be certain that the Fourteenth is your birthdate?"
"I have observed my luck. It is always bad, but on the Fourteenth of Flowers it becomes particularly bad. It was the Fourteenth of Flowers when you helped me to cripple my leg. You said it was in the middle of Flowers when you purchased me from the crone. It was that same date when I awakened to find that Tavi had chosen me as his victim. It was the Fourteenth—" Yes, he thought of the year before. It was the Fourteenth of Flowers when Almantia kissed me, destroying me.
Ghaster shrugged, seemingly not noticing the incompletion of Elmutt's words. "If it is not your birthdate, you will look like a fool. If it is your birthdate, it will be very dangerous. You will die. I am certain of it."
Elmutt replied more for his own benefit than for Ghaster's. "For years I have done errands for Yolik's granddaughter, and for the White priests. I have picked up much from their idle talk. from stolen glimpses of scripture, and from the refuse bins behind the temples and along Wizard's Row."
"It is still dangerous." Ghaster picked at a scab on his chin and smiled. "What will you use as a vessel?"
"The laws of magic say that I may invest my luck in anything that I choose. However, I would leave nothing to chance. There are discarded vessels. I know they will serve because they have served before. I have a great copper staff that once belonged to Yolik. He discarded it when he became too old and feeble to carry it, investing his luck instead in a ring. I have an iron mail cap that was once the vessel of the White priest Soldire, and the belt of woven brass that served as the luck vessel of the wizard Miena, until she became too fat to wear it."
Ghaster laughed out loud. "Ho, that is the way a true picker approaches investiture! There he is, people of Liavek! Clad in your garbage! The magician of muck! The wizard of waste!"
Ghaster's interest was deteriorating into scathing scorn. Elmutt turned away from his master and stretched out on his pallet. "Let me sleep, Ghaster."
"No, no!" A condescending tone crept into his voice. "Forgive me, Elmutt. My humor is out of place. See what I have brought you."
Elmutt kept his back turned to the old man. "Drink yourself to sleep and let me be."
"Elmutt, I have brought you yet another vessel. Here, look."
Elmutt turned his head. "What is it?"
The old man reached behind his cushions and pulled out a crooked brown shaft that was covered with fuzz, a busy clump of matted hair at one end. He threw it at Elmutt and collapsed on his cushions, laughing.
It landed at Elmutt's feet. It was a rotting tail amputated from some long forgotten camel. He kicked it back toward Ghaster.
"You are a pig. You are a cursed pig, Ghaster. Someday I will kill you." He turned his back on his master.
"What does Tavi say? Your little creature, Elmutt. What does he say?"
"Tavi doesn't know."
"You should find out what Tavi thinks. As much as you hate him, he is from ghostside and ought to know at least a little of such things."
Elmutt ignored the comment.
Ghaster took another drink, belched, and wiped one dirty hand across his face. "I know you hate me. Maybe you think I hate you. I don't, boy. Remember that."
Elmutt remained silent until the fat man drifted off to sleep. Once he heard his master's snores, he sat up and studied the shadows. Those shadows, the piles of refuse that threw them, the cellar, even Ghaster's sleeping hulk, had somehow become dearer to his eyes.
"It is true," he whispered. "This may be my last living night. "
He heard a giggle and turned his head to his left. Sitting atop a pile of salvaged bricks, a creature no larger than a doll, but with a disproportionately large head, leered back. The face was lumpy with warts and was the color of mud.
"I wondered when you would show up, Tavi."
Another giggle. "You know you are not my only client, pitiful one. Do not be jealous. No, no, no, do not be jealous!" Tavi's voice was high-pitched, his speech rapid. "How was your crawl and grovel before the wizard's granddaughter, abused toady, hmmm?"
"Why didn't you stay away?"
The troll grabbed the stockinged toes of each foot with his hands and rocked back and forth upon his ample rear. "Why, me, why, my? Why, oh, why?" Tavi came to rest leaning forward. "I must watch you, I must. You fascinate me, you do, you do, you do. How much can Elmutt take before he takes his life, how much? And now I know! My, oh, yes, I know, I do, I do, I do!"
"I am not going to take my own life. Never."
"My, oh, my, a lie to Tavi? Tch, tch, tch." Tavi shook his head, still leering. "Naughty, naughty, naughty."
"Go to sleep, you reeking gob of pus." Elmutt turned his back and stretched out upon his pallet.
The creature's face appeared in front of his. "Tavi knows, he does, yes. Tomorrow Elmutt kills himself, yes, yes?"
Elmutt pushed himself up upon an elbow. "Tomorrow I shall acquire the magic to turn you into a lump of dung. A quiet lump of dung. That is, if you don't foul th—" Elmutt's frown melted into a smile. "Thank you, Tavi."
The creature's eyebrows went up. 'Thank Tavi? Thank Tavi? Why, oh, why?"
Elmutt settled his head upon his arm. "You reminded me of a detail that I have to take care of before my investiture, that's all."
"Detail? What detail, what?"
"You, little pestilence. You are the detail. Now crawl back to hell and let me sleep."
"Me? Me, what?"
Elmutt closed his eyes, his face smiling. As long as Tavi remained confused, perhaps he would remain silent. In the quiet of the storm from outside, Elmutt slept.
•
Early the next morning while Ghaster lay motionless upon his cushions, Elmutt walked through the rain, an oilcloth held over his head. From his perch upon Elmutt's shoulder, Tavi shivered.
"This is too early, this is. And too wet. Go back, Elmutt, go back."
Ignoring the troll, he turned right onto the Street of Mists, the rain coming from behind with such force that he had to lean backward against it to keep his footing.
Tavi shouted in Elmutt's ear. "Idiot!"
Elmutt stopped. "What is it?"
"You are so stupid, you are! It is raining, you see, you see?"
"If you don't like it, Tavi, you can get off now!"
The little creature sighed. "Why make your death so difficult, Elmutt, why? Take us out of the rain."
"I said you can get off. Go devil your other clients."
"Oh, pitiful one, it is your turn, it is."
"Bah!" Elmutt continued along the deserted street toward the north end of Rat's Alley. The shutters and doors of the Street of Mists were closed tightly against the storm. When the thunder rolled it seemed as though the very ground trembled. It is fitting, thought Elmutt. It is fitting that I would draw this kind of weather for my investiture.
Many of the investiture rituals could be conducted anywhere, indoors or out. The only ritual he knew by heart, however, required him to stand in the open atop the rise just off the Street of Trees. He felt the weight of the coins in the purse suspended beneath his dripping cloak. It contained every copper that he owned, including his wages from Almantia. He wondered if, at any price, he could hire dancers and musicians to perform in this muck.
He turned into Rat's Alley and noticed that the storm as well as the morning had drowned the notorious way's bright lights and gay sounds. One of many eternal puzzles played itself again in his head. Rat's Alley and Dung Alley were separated by only a few minutes of walking. Yet they were different worlds. Instead of drab hovels, on this part of Rat's Alley there were well maintained, if garish, structures providing a variety of services to satisfy every quirk and lust ever possessed by a person of wealth. The inhabitants made a specialty of parting the wealth from the wealthy, or as Tavi was wont to remark, "Rat's Alley. You will never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy, good, good, good!"
Elmutt stopped beneath the sign of the ass's ass and tried the doors of Cheeky's, famed for delivering the minimum value at the maximum price. In addition to their questionable wine and solvent financial posture, Cheeky's employed some of the finest dancers and musicians in Old Town.
"It's locked."
"Perhaps, Elmutt, they noticed that it is raining, it is. May you learn from this establishment's example, you fool, you fool, you—"
"Be still!"
To his left through the rain he could make out another pedestrian struggling in his direction. It was an old woman wrapped in an oilskin cape and hood. "Ho, there!"
The woman stopped and Elmutt froze as he saw her arms move beneath her cape. The motion meant that at least a knife, or more likely a pistol or springdart, was aimed at his belly.
"What do you want?"
Elmutt bowed slightly, holding his oilcloth up from his face with one hand and holding his other hand out to his side with his empty palm facing the woman. "Forgive me, woman. But are any of the places with dancers open, do you know?"
Tavi clapped his hands and squealed, "Oh, I love dancers, I do, I do, I do!"
The woman's face assumed a sour expression as she held back her head to view the picker down her nose. "Youth today," she spat. "It is hardly light, and already you are on the debauch!"
Elmutt shook his head. "No, no, good woman. I need dancers and musicians for a ritual. I have come to see if I can hire some."
Tavi danced upon Elmutt's shoulder, still clapping his hands. "Dancers, oh, dancers! I love dancers!" The creature paused in midprance and turned his head toward Elmutt, a puzzled look upon his face. "Dancers, Elmutt? Dancers at your death? Why, why?"
The woman's eyebrows went up. "A ritual, is it?"
Tavi turned toward the woman and mocked, "A ritual, is it? A ritual, is it?" Only Elmutt could hear the creature's taunts, and he refused to react.
"The old hag," hissed Tavi. "She has no weapon, Elmutt. She is only scratching her scabbed hide. A ritual, is it? A good lie, Elmutt. A ritual, poo!"
The woman shook her head, still keeping a wary eye upon the picker. "You should be on the Hill of Temples looking for ritual players."
"I cannot afford them."
She nodded with her head toward Cheeky's. "In back of the place. Try there. But they are too stupid to play a ritual. All they know is naked flesh and loud drums."
Again Tavi danced and clapped his hands. "Oh, I love, love, love naked flesh and loud drums, I do, I do, I do!"
Elmutt placed his outstretched palm against his forehead, bowing slightly. "My thanks, good woman." He turned away and headed for the walkway indicated by the woman. The path between Cheeky's and the next building was open to the sky and stank with a row of soggy, overflowing garbage barrels. Almost instinctively, Elmutt's gaze scanned the contents of the barrels. There was a wealth of bottles, most of them unbroken. Having them hidden from the alley meant that the proprietor of Cheeky's had contracted with professional garbagers. Ghaster would be pleased at this new source of supply. They would have to sneak in at night to avoid the garbagers—
Tavi tugged at his earlobe. "By this time tomorrow, Elmutt, you will either be too grand or too dead to be picking Cheeky's garbage, you will, you will."
Elmutt nodded and continued down the walkway. "Thank you, Tavi."
Tavi jumped up and down upon Elmutt's shoulder and shouted angrily, "Do not be thanking Tavi all the time! Not!" The creature's voice became sly. "Why you thank Tavi, why? Last night and now, why?"
"You do me favors, Tavi. That's why."
"Humph!"
As Elmutt knocked upon the only door that opened onto the walkway, the creature upon his shoulder stewed in hot confusion.
•
The man seated on the floor cushion leaned his elbow on a table and stroked his slick black beard. "A dancer, a drummer, and one on pipes, eh?" His name was Hidat.
Elmutt nodded from his cushion. "Yes. How much for an hour's performance?"
"When?"
"This evening, an hour after sunset."
The man shivered with projections of the rain outside. "Ten."
'Ten coppers?" Elmutt was surprised at Hidat's generosity.
The man laughed. "Ten levars."
"That's..." The figure swirled in Elmutt's head. "That's a thousand coppers! Too much. Too much for an hour's work." He began climbing to his feet, but Hidat gestured for him to remain seated.
"Do not be so eager to end the negotiations, Elmutt. Make a return offer."
"I think fifty coppers would be reasonable."
"Fifty!" Hidat shook his head. "I would not shame my clients with such an offer. If I told them I had hired them out for fifty coppers apiece, they would box my ears."
Elmutt decided to keep to himself that his offer of fifty coppers was for the entire performance. He had carefully counted his coins that morning. He had three hundred and two coppers, which included the nine that he had stolen from Ghaster.
Hidat leaned forward and gestured with his hand. "I can see no less than five hundred coppers apiece. Any less than that and I would lose my clients." Hidat studied Elmutt for a moment. "How much do you have? The truth, now."
"Three hundred and two." The words shamed him.
"You are wasting your time. Elmutt. But the worse, you waste my time." Again Hidat studied Elmutt. "What is this about? Speak."
"This evening I will attempt investiture."
Hidat's eyebrows climbed. "So?" He frowned. "What ritual do you plan to use?"
"From the White priests. I will use the White ritual."
Hidat smiled. "Then let me put your mind to rest, Elmutt. The Whites are a solemn lot. Their investiture ritual needs no performers. Even if you needed performers, my clients do not play rituals. I represent only entertainers."
Elmutt sighed as he rubbed his eyes. "I suppose there is little point in continuing." He lowered his hand. "But I need entertainers. I must have all of my concentration at my disposal during the ritual. All of it. And, I..." Elmutt shook his head. It is not a problem, he reminded himself, that can be understood without experience.
Hidat placed the tips of his fingers together. "And you, my poor Elmutt, are heavy with troll. You need entertainment to distract the creature while you make your attempt. Speak I the truth?"
"Yes. How..."
The man nodded around the room. "Where is it now?"
"It is a he. Tavi by name." Elmutt blushed. "As soon as we entered, Tavi jumped off my shoulder and ran through that door. I think he is trying for a peek at one of your dancers."
Hidat laughed until his eyes watered. "Ah, yes, Elmutt." He nodded and held out his hand as high-pitched screaming audible to both of them came from the back room. The screaming prompted another burst of laughter. "Here, give me your money. I have a dancer and a musician for you for three hundred and two coppers."
"I do not understand."
"I once had a troll, and the screaming you now hear is for a punishment administered upon your creature's posterior by Zayieri, my wife." Hidat grinned. "She is a Bhandaf. Are you familiar with the Bhandafs?"
Elmutt shook his head.
"An ancient tribe from far beyond the Silverspine. In the mountains they learn different ways of seeing. Trolls cannot make themselves invisible to a Bhandaf. Nor can the creatures escape from a Bhandaf. That is why I wed my Zayieri, to put my own troll out of the house. Take my advice, Elmutt. If you have a troll, marry a Bhandaf."
There were soft footsteps, and Elmutt saw Tavi coming into the room, his mouth down at the corners, his lumpy face black with anger, his hands gently holding his rear end. Behind him, wrapped in a dressing towel, was the tallest, most voluptuous woman that Elmutt had ever seen. Her hair was jet black and she had the eyes of a cat, deep and green.
She smiled and held her hand out toward Tavi. "This must be yours, strange sir. I caught the little beast while I was bathing."
Hidat rose and bowed toward his wife. "My love, this is Elmutt of Dung Alley. He comes seeking entertainment for his troll during the time of his attempt to invest his luck this evening." He faced Elmutt and held his hand out toward his wife. "I present Zayieri."
Elmutt stood and nodded, speechless. When he did find his tongue, he still had a question. "About the price, Hidat. For only three hundred and two coppers—"
"For that kingly sum, Elmutt, you shall have the most seductive dancer in all Liavek, my own Zayieri. And for a musician," he placed his hands against his breast and fluttered his eyelids, "well, modesty forbids."
"But—"
Zayieri walked to Elmutt's side and smiled down at him. Her eyes with their lens-shaped pupils were hypnotic. "If you are successful at investing your luck, you will remember us with kindness. The world can always use another magician who owes us a favor."
"And if I am not? If I die?"
Hidat stood next to him and clasped a strong brotherly hand upon Elmutt's shoulder. "We risk only a favor. You risk your life." His eyebrows went up as his face assumed a sly look. "But in case you lose your life and we lose the favor, we will keep your troll."
Elmutt laughed as Tavi hid behind his leg. "By the deep green waters, Hidat, you can have the creature now, and good riddance."
Zayieri shook her head, "It cannot be done. You must die before one can assume full power over your creature." Again she smiled. "Let Bhanda shine his face upon you in your quest. We would rather have the favor than the troll."
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Tavi, still nursing his abused dignity, was mercifully silent during the entire walk through the rain back to the Skull. As Elmutt descended the cellar steps, Tavi hopped off his shoulder, climbed to the top of its mountain of salvaged bricks, and sulked.
Dim light from the alley filled the basement, and Elmutt noticed two small boys rummaging through Ghaster's wooden box of "valuables." Ghaster was still motionless on his cushions. Elmutt looked away from his master, anger contorting both his features and his words. "You boys!" The pair spied Elmutt and froze. "You boys, I am going to kill you!"
They split, going in opposite directions, Elmutt hard after the one who fled to his right, behind Elmutt's pallet. The boy's neck almost within his grasp, Elmutt's crippled leg collapsed, sending him headlong into a pile of bottles. By the time he had extricated himself from the broken glass, the boys were gone.
The picker painfully limped to Ghaster's side. "You irresponsible pig! Do I cull the filth of this city so that you might give it away to any thief who wanders in here?" Although it cost him dearly, Elmutt reared up upon his crippled leg and delivered a swift kick to Ghaster's thigh. Again his leg collapsed, sending him to the earthen floor.
"You pig! You miserable, stinking, filthy, louse-ridden, drunken, worthless—" From his place on the floor, Elmutt saw that Ghaster still did not move. On his knees, he crawled to the old man's side.
"Ghaster?"
He reached out a hand and shook the old man's shoulder. Then he touched the icy coldness of Ghaster's hand. Elmutt released the hand and sat back on his ankles.
With only the sounds of the storm for company, he stared at his master for a long time, saying to him at last, "You are dead."
Tavi appeared behind Ghaster, sitting upon a cushion. The creature studied the old man. "There are no wounds. The Dragonpiss got him, it did." Tavi turned to look at Elmutt, the creature's face assuming a frown. "You have wished him dead a thousand times, Elmutt. Why do you cry, why?"
The young picker raised a hand and touched the tears on his cheek. "I am crying." He wiped the tears away with the back of his hand and sat surprised as they were replaced with fresh ones. "I don't know why." The beatings, the humiliations, the scathing words. Life with Ghaster had been an endless trial, and now the trial was over. Why was he crying?
Elmutt looked at the troll. "It should have been more. Ghaster and I. What we had should have been more. Now it can never be made right."
Tavi vanished and reappeared standing on Ghaster's belly, his head cocked in mock despair. "Poor Elmutt. You have spent all of your coppers upon the dancer and have nothing left to pay for your master's planting. Poor Ghaster. It is the city oven for him." The troll smacked his lips. "As fat as he is, Ghaster will baste himself, he will."
Elmutt pushed himself to his feet and dragged himself to his pallet where he began readying his things for the ritual. Tavi reappeared sitting atop the wicker basket. "I will stop your investiture, Elmutt."
"You cannot."
"I must. I won't be claimed by a Bhandaf, which is what happens to me if you die. And if I don't stop you, you will die."
Elmutt leveled his gaze upon the creature. "I may die, Tavi. But nothing will prevent me from trying; not you, not Ghaster's death, not the weather, not the Levar, not all of the wizards in Liavek, not all of the assembled ghosts of darkness, nor the host of demons from hell. Nothing can stop me!"
As a clap of thunder shook the dank cellar, Tavi scampered to the top of his mountain of bricks, frightened. He looked down at Elmutt beginning to polish Yolik's great copper staff. The young picker didn't pay the thunder any attention. He didn't even seem to hear it.
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Just off the Street of Trees, high atop the grassy peak of Mystery Hill, lie the ruins of an ancient temple constructed by some long forgotten race. This ancient people built with great rough slabs of stone, the smallest of which weighed many tons. Legend had it that the builders of the temple were magic giants.
In the dark and rain, shaking at the cold and the roll of the thunder, Elmutt stood clad in his mail cap and brass belt, holding Yolik's copper staff. He could see lights in the distance marking the top of Temple Hill. Between the two hills was the Two-Copper Bazaar, at this hour nearly deserted. Looking toward the east, he could see the bright lights of Rat's Alley reflected from the remains of the old city wall. Backlighted by Rat's Alley's glow was the silhouette of Narkaan's Skull rising from the malevolent shadows of Dung Alley, the building's spires making it look like some sort of horned monstrosity reaching up from hell. Lightning illuminated the city for an instant, plunging it into darkness the next.
"When you start your chant, I will confuse you, I will." Tavi's voice was serious.
Elmutt turned in the direction of the Street of Trees. Two figures clad in oilskins were climbing toward them through the darkness. "That will be Hidat and Zayieri."
Tavi jumped up and down on Elmutt's shoulder and yanked his collar. "Do you think your hired dancer will stop me from stopping you, Elmutt? Do you?"
Elmutt looked into the troll's face. "Listen, you corrupt little wart. Come power or death, this is the night I try. Unless you want to cry out the remainder of your existence under the power of a Bhandaf, you had better pray for my success."
Tavi clasped his hands together and knelt upon Elmutt's shoulder. "Please! Please, Elmutt. I know I haven't been as good to you as I should, and I can mend my ways, and I will! I will be good to you and mind my mouth. No more tricks, may I be gored by Narkaan's horns if I lie! I promise! Please don't try! Please! Ple—"
"Silence, troll." The voice was Zayieri's.
Elmutt turned and faced the pair. "There is a place against the west wall of the ruin where there is an alcove. You can keep dry there."
Hidat nodded. The musician's robe bulged with the things he carried beneath it. "Good." He gestured with his head at the night sky. "This is a good night to invest your luck, Elmutt. There are many spirits in the air."
Tavi began to protest, but as he saw Zayieri's left eyebrow go up, the troll clamped his lips together. Zayieri smiled, nodded her approval and looked toward the west wall of the ruin. "Where is the alcove you spoke of, Elmutt?"
"Follow me." Elmutt walked across the darkness of the weedy court, Hidat and Zayieri close behind. As he reached the alcove, he faced Tavi. The creature's eyes were bugged to the point where one might reasonably fear an explosion. Tavi closed his eyes and again knelt, his hands clasped together, his lips silently forming the word "Please."
Elmutt watched as Hidat placed his belongings on the floor of the alcove and lit the wick of a lamp, warming the interior with a yellow glow. As Zayieri removed her oilskin cape and hood, revealing her flowing costume, Hidat sat on the floor behind the lamp and placed a combination drum and timberbell instrument between his knees.
"You are too fat!" Tavi screamed at the dancer. She simply smiled as Tavi continued. "You cannot tempt me, Bhandaf! You are fat and ugly! I will not watch! No I won't!"
Hidat's skilled fingers began tapping out a seductive rhythm. Elmutt watched as Tavi clamped his hands over his ears to keep out the sound of the drum. Just when it looked as though the troll would resist the efforts to distract it, he opened his right eye slightly to take a peek at the dancer. In seconds it was as though Tavi had been hypnotized. The troll swayed on Elmutt's shoulder, his arms limp, his eyes unblinking.
Elmutt turned to nod his thanks to Zayieri. In less than a second it was as though Elmutt, too, had been hypnotized. The dancer had removed her gown and was dancing in her imagination. Elmutt knew that there was something that he should be doing, but for the life of him he couldn't remember what it was. His vision, his mind, was filled with the image of the dancer as she performed moves that made snakes look awkward.
"Ritual," gasped Elmutt, forcing himself to look away. "The ritual." He tried to concentrate, thinking that it would be just his luck to have Zayieri's performance break his concentration instead of Tavi's. Leaning the copper staff against his shoulder, he held his palms to his ears, blocking out most of Hidat's drumming. To drive the image of Zayieri out of his mind, he stared at the spires of Narkaan's Skull and thought of Almantia. Then he thought of Ghaster and Dung Alley. He thought of the life his luck had driven him through. Pain. Despair. Emptiness.
As his mind cleared, he felt a tremble in his spine and a chill sweeping over his body. This must be the beginning, he thought. The beginning of the labor that birthed me. Until that labor ends, I can change my luck.
There was a strange, exhilarating aroma upon the night air. He gripped the copper staff, moistened his lips, and began to speak the words he had learned from the White priests.
"Nathaan-ra ee, Eeatra. Nathaan-ra ee, Doe. Leave me, my fate, my chance, my future. Withdraw from my being and rest in this." He held up the copper staff to the night sky. "By the laws of Sarrow, by the pain of Rujo, by the lust of Yane, by the anger of Narkaan! Rest here! Rest here! Rest here! Nathaan-ra ee, Eeatra! Nathaan-ra ee, Doe!"
He frowned as the cold rain trickled down his arm into his sleeve. Nibbling at his lower lip, he wondered if the Fourteenth of Flowers was in truth his birthdate. He muttered beneath his breath, "Not only will I look the fool, but what shall I tell Hidat and Zayieri?"
If he remained alive, they could not claim the troll. But he would have no powers with which to grant their favor. Did that mean Hidat would press for full payment for the performance?
"It would be just my luck to walk away from this with nothing more than the price of a bill I can never pay."
Tavi. Tavi would wallow in Elmutt's failure, Elmutt's foolishness. He could almost hear the troll's wicked laughter. He looked to his shoulder, but the creature was gone. Turning further around, he saw Tavi before the alcove swaying to the beat of Hidat's drum. He closed his eyes and turned his face back toward Dung Alley and the Skull.
"By Narkaan's beard, no!" he swore. "This is the night! Now is the time!"
He straightened the arm holding the staff, pushing it higher into the sky.
"Nathaan-ra ee, Eeatra. Nathaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa—"
In the same instant, Elmutt realized that lightning had reached down and touched Yolik's copper staff, and that he was dead. The roof of hell opened beneath his feet as blackness covered the universe.
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Without sound, without color, strange faces passed before him. The faces had no bodies, no expression, but were alive. They passed as though he did not exist. He opened his mouth to call them, to scream, but silence was his voice.
A face he recognized, Ghaster, passed by him, followed by the image of Soldire, the White priest whose abuse Elmutt had withstood for the years it had taken him to piece together the White ritual of investiture. Tavi's face followed. Hidat's, Zayieri's, Almantia's, Cankera's and all the faces of Dung Alley.
There was a cellar deeper and darker than Ghaster's. It was piled with an infinite number of trash mountains. Ghaster sat there cleaning a bottle. His master looked at him and smiled. "Welcome home, Elmutt." Ghaster held out a dirty hand toward a straw pallet. "I have saved you a place."
Elmutt screamed, "No, nooooo! No—"
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"No!"
There was a hissing in his ears. He felt the rain upon his face, the hard ground against his back. The rain was cold; the ground very warm. He opened his eyes. The gleaming wet stones of the Giant's Temple stared down at him. "I am alive."
Elmutt gingerly flexed a muscle or two and pushed himself to a sitting position. He trembled as he gave a dazed look around the court. Hidat's lamp still burned in the alcove, but the drummer, the dancer, and the troll were nowhere to be seen. The ground around him was misty with steam. He turned to his right and saw the source of the steam. There was a glowing gold puddle of molten copper. Yolik's staff, or more correctly, the remains of the wizard's vessel. As the rain touched it, it sizzled and cooled, rapidly changing to red, then black.
He looked at the hand that had been holding the staff. It twitched, but was not burned or scarred. "I am alive!" He swayed to his feet, exultation filling his heart. "It worked! I am alive! I have invested my luck!"
He paused in midcavort. "Where...where is my luck?" The copper staff could not be the vessel. It had been destroyed. He placed his hands upon his head to feel for Soldire's mail cap, but it was gone. When he again looked at his hands in the glow from the alcove, he saw that they were covered with rust. He reached for Miena's brass belt, but it too was gone. Looking down, he could see the glint of the belt's pieces next to his feet.
"Elmutt?"
He looked around to find the source of the voice. "Yes? Who is there?"
A face peeked out from behind one of the temple's vertical stone slabs. It was Zayieri. "Elmutt, you are alive."
"Evidently." He began patting his pockets, wondering where he had invested his luck. The dancer rushed to the alcove, donned her oilskins, and approached the garbage picker.
"You were struck by a great bolt of lightning. I was certain you must be dead." She turned and called into the darkness. "Hidat! Come out, my husband! Elmutt lives!" She turned back to Elmutt. "What are your powers? They must be magnificent! What can you do?"
Elmutt shook his head as Hidat emerged from behind another stone slab. "I don't know. I can't even be certain what finally became my vessel. The staff is nothing but a lump, my cap has turned to powder, and you can see what remains of the brass belt." He kicked at the pieces with his toe.
Hidat approached and stopped next to Zayieri, his wary gaze upon Elmutt. "You must try your powers."
"I must, first, find my luck."
Hidat shook his head. "Later. Just keep with you what you have right now and you will be safe. You can determine which article it is by elimination, once you know what you can do. Try your powers."
Elmutt looked up and saw Tavi sitting atop the temple ruin above the alcove. He glanced at Hidat and Zayieri. "What should I try first?"
The musician held out his hands. "You are the one who studied magic, not I."
"Very well. I shall conjure fire." Elmutt held his arms out to his sides, parallel to the ground, and muttered the incantation enslaving Daak, the demon stoker of the Devil's Furnace. The incantation completed, Elmutt pointed his finger at the ground between himself and Hidat.
Hidat waited for a moment. "I don't see anything."
The garbage picker rubbed his chin and frowned. "It isn't conjuring fire, that's for certain." He noticed that Tavi had come down from above the alcove and was now standing in the court. Elmutt nodded at Hidat and Zayieri. "Levitation."
There was the incantation to Wheer, the bellows pumper for Karris, god of the winds. The incantation completed, Elmutt gestured with his hands for Zayieri to rise. She remained firmly upon the ground while what little wind there was died out. Tavi moved a little closer.
Zayieri glanced at her husband and turned back to Elmutt. "Perhaps you can read minds, tell fortunes, create illusions or spells."
"I'll see." Elmutt shook his head. "I find it difficult to believe that an investiture of such power could produce nothing." He assumed a pose, closed his eyes, and tried to see into Hidat's mind. He opened his eyes.
Hidat nodded. "Well?"
"Either you are completely empty-headed, Hidat, or reading minds is not one of my powers." And neither could he see fortunes, or create illusions, or make spells.
With each failure, Tavi moved ever closer until with the final failure, the troll was again seated upon Elmutt's shoulder. As Elmutt slumped dejectedly in his wet clothing, Tavi leered at him. "Card tricks, Elmutt!" The troll clapped his hands. "Perhaps you can do card tricks! I like card tricks." As Elmutt glared at the troll, Tavi rolled off his shoulder, laughing. "The Wizard of Dung Alley! Show us how you can fall off a log, Wizard!"
The garbage picker glanced at Hidat, then guiltily cast down his gaze. "Nothing. I have no powers. Somehow I will pay you the balance for the performance. Somehow—" He turned to go but was stopped by Zayieri's touch upon his arm. "I will pay. I promise."
The dancer stood with her face very close to Elmutt's. "Perhaps it is a sufficient miracle that you survived the lightning. I think it is more. I see something in you, Elmutt. A difference. I cannot tell what the difference is, but it is there. You must be patient until you find out what it is."
Elmutt shook his head. "No. The only difference is that I have never before made quite this big a fool of myself."
Hidat placed his hand upon Elmutt's shoulder. "My boy, Zayieri is a Bhandaf. Bhandafs see differently than you or I. Have faith and forget paying us with money. We will wait for the favor."
"You may have to wait a long time." Elmutt again shook his head, turned, and began trudging through the dark toward the Street of Trees. Behind him, Tavi cackled.
"Wait, Wizard! Pick a card, any card, any card at all! Ah, hah hah! See, the Wizard conjures mud, he does! And rain! And dark! He can conjure dark once a night! Ah, hah hah haaaah!"
Elmutt paid little attention to the troll's ridicule. Inside he was telling himself things of a much harsher nature. Once he reached the street he turned his feet east and limped in the direction of Dung Alley and Ghaster's cellar.
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The rooster's crowing the next morning found Elmutt and his sack again on the back streets of Old Town, Tavi upon his shoulder, picking among the rubbish. "Your humility is admirable, Wizard, it is. To think that such a powerful magician as yourself would stoop to crawling through the glop and slime of Liavek as if nothing had changed. It is a marvel, it is. No one can say that your power has gone to your head. My, my, I do think—"
"Be silent, Tavi."
The creature laughed as it jumped up and down on Elmutt's shoulder. "Oh, my, mighty Wizard! Have I offended thee? What horror will you inflict upon me for my punishment? Aaaaaargh!" Tavi rolled off and bounced upon the cobblestones of the Street of Scales. "The horror! The horror! The great Wizard of Dung Alley has turned me into a troll! Aaaaaaaarrrggh!"
Elmutt turned the corner onto Wizard's Row. Almantia had said to see her that morning. In exchange for the pain of being near her, there would be a few coppers. Despite what Hidat and Zayieri had said, Elmutt wanted to pay the balance he owed. It was a goal. The only goal he had remaining. It was something with which to fill his days—to stave off the despair that he knew would take his life if he allowed himself to feel it. His picker's bag was already near to full. His finds that day promised to reduce his debt by ten or fifteen coppers. That in addition to what Almantia would pay him would give him a start.
He looked up from the gutter to see the buildings. The grand houses of Wizard's Row seemed to mock him. "Look at us, Elmutt! Look at what you will never be; look at where you can only pick garbage! Look at yourself, Wizard of Dung Alley!"
He glanced at his shoulder. Tavi was back on his perch. "Ah, me, Wizard. If the feeble tricksters that live here only knew the vast powers of He Who Picks Among Them."
Elmutt paused as Yolik's house came into full view. There were litters and bearers, carriages and drivers crowding the street. On the steps and walk were men, women, and children garbed in finery, laughing, happily greeting each other. It is probably a party or celebration, thought Elmutt. Almantia would hire him at a good wage to help the menials. He closed his eyes, thinking that his heart could not bear to hear any of this laughter and heartiness from rich people, in addition to viewing Almantia's forbidden beauty.
"Elmutt!"
He heard his name called. The voice was hers. "Elmutt!"
He opened his eyes. She stood in the doorway of her grand-father's house wearing a filmy gown of pale blue. She was waving at him. He let a ragged breath escape as he began walking toward her. Tavi snapped his fingers. "This be where Tavi gets off, Wizard. Tavi will find you later, he will, he will." The troll slid off the back of Elmutt's shoulder and vanished. Almantia worked her way through her guests, and as the garbage picker reached Yolik's gate, she met him there.
"Yes, good lady?"
She smiled, her face radiant. "My dear little picker, you have come just in time. I can promise you thirty coppers for helping today, and I have such good news. Can you guess what it is?"
"Good lady, I am no mind reader."
She didn't notice the bitterness in his words, but prattled on. "Do you remember me telling you about one of my beaus, Brice Abnabas? Do you?"
Elmutt shook his head. There were so many, how could his memory sort out a single admirer from the herd? "My sorrow, good lady, I cannot."
"He owns five great sailing ships. Of course, I didn't know that until yesterday. He was only a ship's mate when I knew him years ago, but he is back!" She smiled and placed her hand upon Elmutt's sleeve. "He asked my grandfather for my hand, and today we are to be wed...."
Elmutt's heart stopped beating. Her words and the chatter of the other guests faded into a numb miasma of meaningless sound. All he could think of was escape, to seek the fetid security of Dung Alley. It was no more than he should have expected. A garbage picker and Yolik's granddaughter! Ridiculous!
Perhaps, he thought...perhaps the Fifteenth is my birthday. It certainly looks like today is a day of especially rotten luck. He reached out and held onto the gate for support.
"...it is such a rush because Brice must leave on the evening tide and I am to go with him. There are so many things to do." Her words paused as her eyes studied Elmutt's face. The slightest of frowns marred her perfect forehead. "Is something wrong, Elmutt?"
"It's just that your news is so sudden." He felt light-headed. "I feel a little ill, good lady. I must go."
"So soon? Rula Verune is one of the guests, Elmutt. She is a fine physician. Shall I call her?"
"Please do not bother, good lady. I will recover as soon as I can get some rest."
"Are you certain? It would be no trouble, and I do value my little picker."
"Please, no." He released the gate and stood up. "My best wishes to you and your..." Another wave of dizziness swept over him. "Your husband."
"Oh, Elmutt, I am so happy. What do you think will happen? Will I always be this happy?"
A strange heat shot through his heart. "I hope so, good lady. I must go now."
"If you're certain you'll be all right." She took his hands in hers and kissed his cheek. "Thank you for being a friend, Elmutt. Be kind to yourself."
He couldn't remember leaving her. He saw none of the streets and houses as he walked. He did not hear the cries of the merchants or of the animals in the Two-Copper Bazaar. He simply walked without direction, without purpose, until a great tiredness came over him. Then, he stopped where he was and stood weaving, the heels of his hands dug into his eyes. He pulled his hands away and looked at his empty palms. He had forgotten his bag.
"It must still be next to Yolik's gate," he whispered. For the life of him he could not imagine going back there to retrieve his bag and its contents.
"Well, if it isn't the Great Wizard of Dung Alley!"
He realized he was standing at the north end of the alley. He turned. The voice belonged to the hag, Cankera. Her toothless mouth laughed at him.
"One of these days, old hag, your mouth will cost you."
"Will it now, Wizard?" she screeched. Again she laughed, her husband Mortice's cackle from the back of the stall joining in. Joining in as well were the several residents of the alley whose attention had been attracted by the exchange. Elmutt's face burned.
Cankera clasped her hands together and bowed in mock respect. "Oh, powerful one, you must tell me my fortune! Will I become rich? Will I exchange my worn-out piece of a husband for a handsome virile young thing? Oh, please, Great Wizard of Dung, what does the future hold in store for me?"
A roar of laughter surrounded Elmutt. He faced the hag, his fists at his sides. The alley became silent as that strange heat again shot through his heart. "Hag, may you—"
He watched as her eyes burst and tentacles snaked from the woman's eye sockets and ears. As she screamed, her skin erupted into boils and weeping pustules. A black clawed thing reached out from beneath her skirt and bit through her ankle, sending her toppling over into her stall. More tentacles came from her nose and mouth, flailing her, choking her, ripping off her arms, tearing her head from her bleeding body. The pieces of her, along with the things that had come from her, began to smoke. There was a bright flash. When the smoke in the stall cleared, there was nothing left of the hag except a memory and a handful of ashes.
Stunned, Elmutt turned from the stall. The people of the alley were motionless, as though frozen in that instant of time. They stared at him. Their eyes were filled with terror. As they began to back away from him, a painful wail came from the stall. Elmutt turned and saw Cankera's husband, Mortice, helplessly waving his hands at the ashed remains of his wife.
"Oh! Look at what you've done! Oh, woman, you had the dragon's mouth on you, and you stank!" Mortice looked up at Elmutt, tears filling his eyes. "She was everything horrible, Elmutt. But she did not deserve to die. Bring her back! Bring her back, I say!" The observers in the alley, who fear had edged away, were drawn back by anger.
Elmutt shook his head. "I didn't, I couldn't, I can't..."
"This is murder," muttered a voice from the alley.
"Someone should call the Guard," muttered another.
Mortice stepped forward and grabbed Elmutt's collar. "Bring her back, monster!"
All the garbage picker could do was to stand there helplessly absorbing the accusations. Mortice, his anger dissolving into grief, released Elmutt's collar. Still he looked at the picker. "What is to become of me? Now that you have taken my old woman, what will become of me? Do you have a fortune in your bag of vengeance for me?"
Elmutt spoke as the heat once more shot through his heart, the words pitifully dry and small in his throat. "It will be all right, Mortice. You will see. It will be all right."
Mortice's eyebrows went up in surprise, then came down in a glare of hate. "All right!" The alley observers, now a crowd, rumbled with the reflection of Mortice's outrage. Mortice held out his hands to the crowd. "I have murdered your wife, Mortice! I turned her into a horrible pain-filled crawling thing before her pieces were consumed with hell fire, Mortice! I have taken away your reason for living, Mortice! But, says Elmutt, it will be all right, Mortice! It will be all right!"
By this time the crowd had lost its fear and was quite capable of acquiring and administering a length of rope to satisfy its sense of justice. But they quieted as they watched a quizzical look come upon Mortice's face. He nodded at the street once and looked at Elmutt. "She was a spiteful old bitch, wasn't she?" Mortice snickered and shook his head. "Life with her was a continuous tongue-lashing from dawn to dusk." He rubbed his chin and nodded. "And she never let me have any of the coppers that both of us earned." He placed a hand on Elmutt's shoulder. "Ungrateful fool that I am, you do me this good turn, Elmutt, and I spit in your face. Can you ever forgive me?"
Embarrassed, Elmutt looked at the crowd. He read the same thing in every face. Elmutt had said it would be all right, and now it was. The picker shook his head and backed away from Mortice. "There is nothing to forgive. I am sorry. I am so sorry."
He ran through the crowd toward the safety of Ghaster's cellar. Just before he entered the doorway that would take him down the stone stairs, he looked back toward Cankera's stall. The crowd buzzed with talk and exclamations of wonder. At the edge of the crowd, silently looking at Elmutt, was a dark figure clad in a white hooded robe, the robe of a White priest.
Sickness filling his heart, Elmutt scurried down the steps and hid in the cellar's darkness.
•
That night Elmutt sat alone amidst the salvage in the cellar, with only Cankera's nightmare for company. Again and again he replayed the horror in his mind, trying to remember exactly what had happened. When the dawn light crept down the cellar stairs, he had sorted out enough to accept that what had happened to Cankera was exactly what his heart had wished upon her. He had not told her fortune. It was bitter upon his tongue.
"I made the hag's fortune." She was mean, cruel, and ugly, and Elmutt hated her. He shook his head in guilt-embroidered despair. "She did not deserve to die." A thousand times that night he had wished and prayed for things to go back the way they had been; that the hag would reappear in her stall, mouth and all. A thousand times he failed. He looked up. "Is this my gift, then? Is this my power? A limitless capacity for irrevocable evil?"
The murk above him revealed the edge of a horrible truth. He had not only ended the hag's passage through this life. In addition, what had happened to her had revealed to everyone on the alley what Elmutt carried in his most secret heart. Cankera's death had thrown the evidence for his judgment as a worthy or worthless man upon the public way, for anyone to see. They had seen his hate. They had judged him for it. There was still more. He had told Mortice that it would be all right, and now it was. At least it was all right with Mortice. That, too, had been in his heart. But he had not made it all right with Cankera, or with himself. All he had done was to stop Mortice from blaming him for the crime that he had committed. That act, too, was a judgment upon himself, revealing to everyone who and what he was.
Upon the cushions where Ghaster used to recline in unwashed splendor there was now a much crueler resident. It was a leather pouch bulging with coppers. Mortice had dropped it by to express some small part of the gratitude he felt toward Elmutt. The garbage picker could not escape that the gratitude expressed had been planted in Mortice's heart by Elmutt's desperate desire to evade responsibility for what he had done. "My power is a more burdensome thing than having no power at all." Another instance of Elmutt's luck, he reflected.
He frowned as a thought presented itself. "If I can make futures for others, can I do the same for myself?" Power, wealth, fame, fine foods, a glorious house, the parades of noble and wealthy persons coming before him for favors.
Elmutt wished for these things. When he had completed his attempt, he was still Elmutt the garbage picker, sitting in the gloom of Ghaster's cellar. "Elmutt's luck remains intact."
He looked again at Mortice's bag of coppers. It could make for a comfortable living, being a contract killer. He covered his eyes and huddled on his pallet, the universe too small a container for his shame.
There was a sound: footsteps. Elmutt did not remove his hand from his eyes. If it was Mortice with another bag of gratitude, he could not bear to face him. If it was a thief after Mortice's coppers, or a killer after the garbage picker's life, it would be good riddance to either or both as far as Elmutt was concerned.
"You are the one called Elmutt?" The voice was deep and powerful. Elmutt stayed as he was. "Look at me, boy!"
At the command, Elmutt lowered his hands. Before him stood the White priest he had seen standing in the alley the evening before. The priest's eyes were black and set deeply beneath bushy black brows. On his right cheek, only partially covered by a closely cropped beard, was a long crooked scar. Now that he had Elmutt's attention, the priest glanced around for something upon which to sit. Disgust curled the man's lips. He spread the fingers of his right hand and held his arm forward, holding his palm toward the cellar's earthen floor. Elmutt started as a satin-upholstered throne of gold appeared. The priest lowered himself into it, crossed his legs, and fixed his gaze on the garbage picker. "I am Geth Dys, Vavasor, priest of the Church of Truth and an advisor to Her Magnificence, the Levar."
Elmutt issued a bitter laugh and held a hand to his own breast. "My humble establishment is honored by your presence, Master Geth Dys. I am Elmutt, cripple, garbage picker, and murderer of the hag Cankera."
"You are insolent."
Elmutt again covered his eyes. "And you are where you are not wanted, priest. Either do your destruction or be gone. I want no conversation."
There was a strained silence. Elmutt looked up and angrily waved his hands at Geth Dys. "Go! Go! Leave me and my garbage!" He pointed at the golden throne. "And take your illusion with you!"
Geth Dys slowly brought the fingers of his left hand together into a fist. As he did so, an ominous black cloud formed over his head. The priest leaned back in his throne and smiled. "You are a mouthy creature, Elmutt. You killed someone last evening because of her mouth, didn't you? However, I am inclined to be more lenient."
Elmutt's jaw was locked with fear. To hide his fright, the picker folded his arms and glared at Geth Dys.
"Now that I have your undivided attention, picker, I would confirm my knowledge of a few recent events. On the night of the Fourteenth you attempted investiture?" Geth Dys raised his black brows. Elmutt gave a curt nod.
"And you were struck by lightning?" Again Elmutt nodded.
Geth Dys stroked his beard and nodded in return. "What you cannot do has been a joke in the streets ever since. I have seen something of what you can do. In your pitiful ignorance, do you have any understanding at all concerning your powers?"
"Not a great degree of understanding."
The priest thought for a long moment, his forehead creased in a frown of decision. The decision made, he nodded and spoke. "In the most ancient writings known to my sect, The Book of Oblivion, there is mentioned a White priest named Xaviat Nihl who was what they then called a juriet, a fortune maker. By wishing it, Xaviat could create a person's future. One limitation upon his ability was that the seeker of the fortune had to ask Xaviat for his future, much like you would do with a fortune teller. He couldn't simply create unrequested realities. In addition, the form of the request presented further limitations. Specific requests severely narrowed the aspects of future reality that he could alter. General requests, such as 'What will my future be?' made the remainder of the seeker's realities subject to Xaviat's wishes. Do you understand?"
Elmutt sat motionless. Geth Dys opened the fingers of his left hand and the black cloud vanished. Elmutt shook his head. "What do you want of me?"
"Do you understand what I have told you?"
"I suppose, but—"
"Very well. Are you familiar at all with the beliefs of the Church of Truth?"
"A little. I have done errands at the White Temple."
"Good. As I said, the story comes from an ancient writing. As nearly as I can place it, Xaviat Nihl lived and practiced his art over two thousand years ago. Ever since, the White priests have sought another with similar powers. The search is such an ancient one that many of the Whites believe Xaviat and his powers to be nothing more than legend." Geth Dys pointed at Elmutt. "I believe you to have this power."
Elmutt shook his head as he moistened his lips. "My head did not wish the woman dead. I swear it."
"Your heart did, just as your heart took the opportunity to avoid the blame by creating a new attitude for the hag's husband. And they did ask for what they received."
Elmutt thought back. Cankera's mock request: Oh, please, Great Wizard of Dung, what does the future hold in store for me? But Mortice had not asked him for a future, in jest or otherwise. He thought again, trying to remember. What is to become of me? Now that you have taken my old woman, what will become Of me?
Elmutt looked sadly at the priest. "Neither of them knew what they asked for."
"It is written that one should be careful when praying. One might receive that for which one asks." Geth Dys waved a hand in a depreciating gesture. "A matter of complete irrelevance." He placed the hand upon the throne's armrest. "I am here for another purpose."
"What purpose?"
The priest stared into Elmutt's eyes and raised both hands. "What you will see now, only your heart will remember."
There was Elmutt picking among the garbage,
There was a baby in the garbage behind Serena's Couch,
There was an old man dying in the garbage in the Merchant's Quarter,
There was a young man picking garbage in the Merchant's Quarter,
There was a baby being sold to a garbage picker named Radneh,
There was an old man dying in the garbage of the Canal District,
There was...
"Reality is a prison; an endless succession of births, deaths, and rebirths. The only escape from reality is to destroy it. It is the secret of the magicians of the Church of Truth that we, the White priests, seek this destruction and the secrets and powers that will make possible this destruction. You, Elmutt, may have such a power. You might have the power to free us all from this prison, and to end your own trek through infinite refuse.
"To make this future, you must wish for it with every particle of your being. To do that, you must believe, as the White priests believe, and you must know yourself. Become one of us and one with us. Become a priest of the Church of Truth . Consider."
The cellar came into focus. Geth Dys still sat upon his golden throne. The priest looked as though he expected some kind of response, but Elmutt couldn't remember the question—if there had been a question. "What would you have me do, Master Geth Dys?"
The priest stood and the throne vanished. "Come to the Levar's palace at noon today and present yourself and your name to the guard at the Eastern Gate." Geth Dys turned and pointed at the bag of coppers on Ghaster's cushions. The bag rose in the air, flew toward Elmutt, and thumped into his lap. "Purchase something respectable to wear. You shall be meeting Her Magnificence, the Levar."
Elmutt touched the bag and looked up, but Geth Dys had vanished.
 
"I see you've been busy since last I saw thee, you have." Atop the brick pile sat Tavi. "A murder, a visiting vavasor, and soon to be presented to Her Magnificence, Tazli Ifino iv Larwin, the Levar, the Mad Child of Liavek. My, my, but we are getting up in the world, we are."
Elmutt climbed to his feet. "Where have you been?"
Tavi laughed. "Oh, Tavi had to make certain that you could not turn him into a tentacled wonder as you did to that poor old woman, may her soul rest in Narkaan's tender claws. Be certain that Tavi will never ask you for his fortune. No, no." The troll leaned in Elmutt's direction, a sly look on his face. "With the Levar under your power, Elmutt, and Tavi upon your shoulder advising you, just think of the chaos we can cause, we can."
As Tavi prattled on about how they could wreak havoc upon the world for fun and profit, Elmutt studied the creature. For the first time he asked himself if Tavi was an independent being or a creature created by his own hate and despair. There was no answer. He looked at the morning light upon the cellar stairs. Hooking Mortice's bag of coppers onto his belt, he headed for the alley. Tavi appeared on his left shoulder.
"Where do we go, fortune maker, where?"
"In a few hours it will be noon. Before then I must purchase new clothing." He paused, wondering if the vessel of his magic was composed of some article of his clothing. And why, he asked of himself, why can I not create my own future? Why can I not wish myself a new reality?
Tavi fell into silence for a moment, vanished, then reappeared garbed in purple suit and slippers with a bright yellow cape. "Tavi has completed his shopping, he has. Tavi will shame the palace trolls. Do you like?"
"It's fine, Tavi, except for the hood."
The troll frowned. "There is no hood, Elmutt."
"That is what I mean. You need a hood to hide your ugly face."
Tavi grinned slyly at the picker. "Your mood is excellent for the evil we will cause at the Levar's court today, it is." The troll fell into silence as it giddily contemplated death and destruction.
As Elmutt came to the top of the stairs and turned south toward the Street of Rain, he resolved to find out from Geth Dys the next time they met why he could not work his magic upon himself. As the picker passed by them, the people of the alley avoided looking in his direction.
•
Later, as he rapidly walked the Avenue of the Moon around the south of Mystery Hill, it gnawed at him that the power he had achieved had produced little more than fear. Fear from the people on the alley, his own fear and shame of his darker self, and in addition, the attention of the magician-priest, Geth Dys, who frightened him. Perhaps this power, he thought, is not the answer. On the other hand, perhaps I simply do not have enough power. His association with Geth Dys might be the way toward increasing his power, however much the scarred priest frightened him. And there was the Levar.
It was said in the streets and markets that the young girl, Tazli, Levar of Liavek, was mad. The demons that plagued her made her a creature of whims. She might make one's fortune or seal one in a barrel full of snakes with equal consideration and compassion.
As the Avenue of the Moon opened onto the Two-Copper Bazaar, revealing merchants and traders spreading their carpets and wares among the few early morning shoppers, Elmutt paused. He would not search for his clothing here. No Two-Copper hawker would be selling things fit to wear at the Levar's palace. Instead, he would examine the wares of the famous tailors in the Merchant's Quarter, He had picked through Merchant's Quarter garbage long enough to know which tailors sold names and which tailors sold fine value.
Still, he paused. From where he stood he could look above the activity of the Bazaar and see the buildings atop Temple Hill. The Levar's palace was hidden by the crest of the hill, but facing the same court was the Temple of the White priests. He could see the back of the temple and wondered at his sudden, curious desire to know what the White priests knew, to become one of them. He looked at his left shoulder just in time to see Tavi, a scared look upon his face, vanish. Elmutt frowned for a moment, then put it out of his mind. Whatever had frightened his creature was Tavi's problem. not his.
An enclosed litter-chair born by eight servants entered the Bazaar plaza from Merchant's Way. The servants were heavily muscled and garbed in uniform suits of gleaming tan leather and white linen. What there was of a crowd instinctively parted for the litter-bearers, the Tichenese bowing with his arms at his sides, the Zhir with both of his hands to his forehead, the Liavekan holding but one hand to his forehead. Regardless of the origin, this was respect. The kind of respect the picker craved.
The silken window curtains of the chair were drawn. Elmutt nodded. This was indeed the kind of finery he desired. Perhaps Geth Dys and the Levar would be the means through which he could attain such a station. As did everyone else within view of the bearers, Elmutt tried to catch a glimpse of the personage behind the curtains. As the bearers passed by on their way across the plaza to Bazaar Street and the Levar's Highway, the curtain on Elmutt's side pulled back slightly, revealing one eye of the dark figure behind it. Elmutt bowed after the manner of those from Liavek, his gaze fixed on the chair's window.
The curtain drew back further, revealing the twisted, warted face of a hideous crone. She held up a gnarled hand and motioned in Elmutt's direction. Her mouth opened but what she said could not be heard. At a call from one of their number, the bearers came to a halt. One of the pair carrying the right rear released his share of the carrying pole, walked forward and pulled shut the curtain. The bearer turned, placed his hands on his hips and glared at Elmutt. The picker completed his bow and continued on his way. He had no desire to tangle with the bearer, and even less desire to talk with the crone, however high her station.
•
Shortly after noon, Elmutt stood in an anteroom just off the Levar's audience chamber with a finger stuck between his new collar and his neck. The shirt of crisp linen and lace chafed, the coat and trousers of deep blue velvet were uncomfortably warm, and the slippers of stiff black leather hurt his feet. Another goal achieved, fine clothing, and another achievement that measured something short of expectation. There, too, he was standing in a luxuriously appointed room of maroon, grey, and gold, he had the smell of gently scented air in his nostrils, and by the standards of the alley, he was wealthy. In a manner of speaking, he was also respected. As the litter bearers had traveled through the crowd toward Fountain Court and the palace's eastern gate, the citizens had parted for him, their heads bowed in respect. However, it was all wrong; all less than it should have been.
He didn't like being in that room, smelling that air. Despite his fine clothes and the grandeur of his arrival, he felt like a spot of mud on a new, white carpet. When the people on the streets had bowed toward him, he knew they were bowing toward his chair and his suit.
What made him even more uncomfortable as he waited in the anteroom was contemplating how he had acquired the clothes. Mistress Rhina's shop on the corner of Gold and Thimble streets was the only establishment that had a complete suit of adequate fit and sufficient quality ready to wear. The suit had been ordered by Obone, eldest son of the Margrave of Rookhurst. Unfortunately for Mistress Rhina, Obone had come in second in a duel before paying his bill, the suit remaining on display ever since. Those who could afford such woven grandeur preferred their attire to be made specifically for them.
Elmutt negotiated for the suit, Mistress Rhina barely tolerating his less-than-common appearance. Mortice's entire pouch of coppers, however, was far short of the tailor's most generous price. Elmutt, devoid of more honorable options, posited to the good woman that it would be in her best interest if she gave him the suit at a price he could pay.
She laughed at him and asked what would happen to her. In a moment her shop was hung with rags, the floor covered with fresh garbage and at least a dozen confused Dung Alley rats.
Not only did he get the suit at no charge, but the good Mistress Rhina threw in a bath, haircut, shave, shoes, stockings, and undergarments as well. In addition, she ordered the litter chair and bearers for him and paid his way to the palace's eastern gate. Elmutt had arrived in style, true. However, he wore his suit like an aura of personal guilt. To get what he wanted he had driven the tailor to the limits of hysterical distraction, not to mention upsetting the rats.
"If she just hadn't laughed at me," he muttered. The thought removed not one particle of the guilt he carried, even though he had returned her shop to its original state, minus the articles on his back, and had sent the rats back to the alley, somewhat more confused. Murderer and extortionist, the picker named himself. I wonder what new skills this experience with the Levar will require?
"Good sir?"
Elmutt faced the door to see a servant clad in black and scarlet bowing in the doorway. "Yes?"
"I may present you to the Levar now."
"Where is Master Geth Dys?"
"He is with Her Magnificence."
Elmutt's fright climbed to dizzy heights. "I thought I...I mean, I wanted to speak to Geth Dys before seeing the Levar. I don't know what I am supposed to do."
The servant straightened, a pained expression on his aging face. "I am not in possession of this knowledge myself, good sir. If you would follow me, please?" The servant turned.
Elmutt followed in the servant's footsteps through the Grand Hall, each step toward the huge doors at the end of the hall seemingly another step closer to an undefined noose. As they approached the doors, two grey-uniformed stalwarts of the Levar's Guard opened them, revealing the interior of the Levar's Court.
The room was long, the wide tiled center completely empty. Four courses of stairs led to a higher level that surrounded the first, in addition to supporting the forest of columns that, in turn, supported the vaulted ceiling. The room was devoid of decoration or furniture save for the massive gilt throne occupying the center of the upper level opposite the huge doors. Standing to the right of the throne was the White priest, Geth Dys. Sitting upon the throne, her feet on a stool, was a little girl.
Elmutt was confused. The girl could be no older than eleven or twelve years. The Levar? He began to ask the servant, but before the first word escaped his mouth the girl turned her head from Geth Dys and looked in his direction. She was so far away that he could not make out her expression. The chamber was otherwise deserted.
As they came to the edge of the course of stairs, the servant stopped, causing Elmutt to bump into him. "I'm terribly sorry—"
"Your Magnificence," shouted the servant, "I present Elmutt, uh, Elmutt of the City of Liavek."
The girl giggled. "Elmutt Elmutt?"
The servant's face soon matched his scarlet trousers. "Just one Elmutt, Your Magnificence."
She motioned with her hand. "Bring him here, Togus. Be quick about it, then you may go back to spying for His Scarlet Eminence. "
The servant's face achieved an even brighter shade of red. However, Elmutt thought he saw a hint of a smile on the White priest's face. Her Magnificence, the Levar, did not smile at all, even when she giggled. Elmutt hadn't thought faces that grim appeared on little girls any place other than Dung Alley.
As he limped behind the blushing servant, down the steps and across the sunken level, the Levar's image became clearer. She was a thin girl, her face a study in unhappy angles. Her complexion was fairer than average, but this seemed to be less a matter of heritage than of health. Her eyes were dark and expressionless, her hair black and cut short. On her head she wore a simple tiara of silver that gleamed in contrast to the black film of her gown.
The servant pulled Elmutt to a stop at the foot of the stairs to the throne level, bowed deeply, then turned and left the chamber, the huge doors closing quietly behind him.
Tazli Ifino iv Larwin, Levar of Liavek, kept an unblinking gaze on the garbage picker. "Geth Dys," she said, "this one is crippled."
The White priest nodded. "Yes, Your Magnificence."
"Leave us."
"Yes, Your Magnificence." Geth Dys bowed deeply, his hands at his sides, turned, and exited through a door behind and to the right of the throne. The Levar continued to stare at Elmutt after the door had closed. The chamber was as silent as death.
"Well?"
Elmutt tried to swallow, but his dry tongue became stuck in his throat. He attempted a badly executed bow of deep respect and wobbled back to a standing position. His lame leg was killing him.
The girl's eyes became hooded as a sneer crossed her mouth. "You are pitiful."
"Yes, Your Magnificence," croaked Elmutt.
She pushed with her feet, causing the stool before her throne to move in the direction of the stairs. "Sit there."
As best he could, Elmutt scurried up the stairs and sat on the stool, looking up at the girl. With the weight off it, the pain in his leg eased. "My thanks, Your Magnificence."
She sighed as though she were terribly bored. "Well, get on with it."
Attempting and failing at yet another swallow, Elmutt closed his eyes. "With what, Your Magnificence?" He opened his eyes to see that hers had, at last, acquired some expression: that of surprise.
"You do not know why you are here?"
"No, Your Magnificence."
She leaned her head against the throne's backrest, her dark-eyed gaze again upon him. After completing her study she pointed. "Those are not your usual clothes."
"No, Your Magnificence."
She nodded once. "What do you do, Elmutt of Liavek?"
"I...I am but a picker of garbage, Your Magnificence."
"Explain."
"I search through the things others discard, looking for things that I can clean and repair. I then take these things and sell them."
The Levar nodded. "I envy you." She closed her eyes, hence she failed to note Elmutt's raised brow and hanging jaw. "Geth Dys says that you have a rare power. A power to make fortunes."
"I seem to, Your—"
"I would have you make mine, garbage picker. What must be done?"
Elmutt's expression turned to one of horror. "No, Your Magnificence!" He knelt before her, his hands clasped before him. "I beg you not to have me do this! I beg you!" She simply stared at him with those unblinking eyes. He lowered his hands a bit and moistened his lips. "Your Magnificence, I have very little control over my power. I do not know either its strength or its limits. I could cause horrible harm. It is not my mind that controls the kind of fortune one receives, but my heart. I am discovering that I do not know my heart and the monsters that lurk there. Please spare me this."
She glanced to her left. "Geth Dys explained all of this." She suddenly looked back at him. "What do you think of me?"
"I?"
"There is no one else in my court chamber, picker. Tell me, and if you lie I will have your tongue torn out."
All Elmutt could think of was the perfection, regularity, and infinite nature of his luck. What does a garbage picker think about his world's ruler? "Your Magnificence, I have never thought of you before. This chamber is in a different world."
"I am mad, picker. You have heard that in your world, haven't you? She is insane!" She rolled her eyes and made smacking sounds with her lips. She stopped her performance, again fixing Elmutt with her stare. "What do you think of that? What do you think—what do you believe—when you hear them say I am mad?"
Elmutt shook his head. "I do not know. How can I judge such a thing? I am—"
He felt her frighteningly strong grasp close over his clasped hands. "What do you believe, picker? In your most secret heart, what do you believe?"
He watched her hand on his for a second and looked up into her eyes. "I believe...I believe that you are very unhappy."
She held his hands more tightly. He thought he detected the glisten of tears in her eyes. "Do you hate me, picker? Do you wish me any harm?"
"No, Your Magnificence. No, but I cannot be certain. How can one be certain of such a thing?"
She released his hands and again leaned back in her throne, her eyes looking up. "There is a very stupid corporal of my Guard who once told me that a soldier always looks forward to change. Whatever the change might be, it has to be an improvement." She looked back down at the garbage picker. "To him it was a joke. To me it is not. What should I do?"
Elmutt closed his eyes, bowed his head and searched the dark corners of his heart for any little hate or resentment that might be hiding there for the girl. He could find nothing. He did find, however. the pain of his own life reflected in the Levar's face. He couldn't imagine why a Levar should find life to be the same burden that a garbage picker carried, but in truth this is what he believed about the girl. At least, that is what he believed he believed. He opened his eyes and struggled up off of his knees.
"You simply need to ask, Your Magnificence. Ask me for your fortune."
"What will be my fortune tomorrow, Elmutt? What will be tomorrow for me?"
The strange heat shot through Elmutt's breast. He looked wanly at the Levar. "Tomorrow, Your Magnificence, will be what my heart wished for you." He held his hands out to his sides. "But I have no idea what that will be." He held his hands together in front of him. "I am sort of new at this."
She made a hardly audible snap with her fingers. Immediately the huge doors to the chamber opened. "Picker," she snapped.
"Yes, Your Magnificence?"
"Until I find out what tomorrow will be for me, you will remain in the palace under guard." She waved her hand in dismissal. Elmutt bowed deeply, his hand to his forehead. When he stood he felt a presence behind him. He turned and facing him were four rather large soldiers of the Levar's Guard. As they marched out of the chamber, Elmutt gimped along as best he could in the center of their formation, convinced that his eyes had seen sunlight for the last time.
•
As dungeons go, Elmutt's guarded apartment in the palace overlooking Fountain Court was luxurious. It was certainly superior to Ghaster's cellar, and the roast pig with all of its trimmings that he had consumed that evening was the best meal he could ever remember eating. In fact, Obone's suit did not appear to take the possibility of gluttony into account. As the hour approached midnight, Elmutt still sat with his trousers unbuttoned and his jacket open as he watched the night. His surroundings were too dear to waste on sleep.
A thousand times he had searched his heart and had finally convinced himself that, if not good, the fortune he had made for the girl would at least cause her no harm. He began to imagine the possibilities, given that the fortune did turn out well for the Levar, especially if the girl kept asking for her futures one day at a time. In such a case he would always be needed at the palace. He had just congratulated himself on coming a long way from Dung Alley when he heard a tiny voice.
"The food and appointments are adequate, Elmutt, but why the armed minions outside your door, why?"
Elmutt looked to his right and saw Tavi, still in his purple outfit, reclining upon a golden cushion, gnawing on a grape. "I knew something would come to spoil it for me, you little beast. Crawl back beneath your rock."
"Why did the Levar want to see you?"
Elmutt looked back at the darkening square. Units of the Scarlet Guard, protectors of the Red Temple, were formally changing posts amidst shouted orders and drum beats. "She asked me to make her fortune."
The creature laughed. "Ho, and what kind of crawling thing rules Liavek now? Tazli the Tarantula? The Lobster of Liavek? It must have been very special, it must."
"You do not understand, Tavi. The Levar asked for a fortune limited to tomorrow. We will have to wait to see what happens."
"Elmutt, what did you wish upon the mad brat?"
The picker felt the heat come to his face. The Levar was unhappy, not mad. And she was a young girl as well as his ruler, not a brat. He frowned as his feelings for the girl became apparent. What then had he wished for her? He slowly shook his head. "I do not know."
"With the reptiles hidden in your heart, pitiful one, I think we can depend on deliciously horrific results." The troll paused, continuing with a much quieter voice. "Geth Dys wouldn't have had you come here otherwise."
Elmutt sat up. "He advises the Levar. Obviously he hoped to do Her Magnificence a good deed."
The troll cackled. "In truth, Elmutt, you are fit for nothing more complicated than picking garbage."
Elmutt stood, buttoned his trousers, and faced Tavi. "Explain yourself!"
The creature reached for another grape. "It is so burdensome to peel one's own grapes." A mock sigh of despair, then Tavi leered at Elmutt. "Geth Dys is a White priest. You know something of their faith: that business with the endless births and rebirths. That is their public face. What you obviously don't know is their secret. I overheard Geth Dys when he planted it in you back in Ghaster's cellar. The Whites seek the destruction of reality. That is their secret mission; what they believe to be the path to ultimate freedom. Why do you think the priest had you make the Levar's fortune?"
"To destroy...Her Magnificence is but a part of reality. Even if I did my worst to her, it would only be a part of reality."
The troll shrugged as he popped the peeled grape into his mouth. "Darken the corner where you are." After swallowing the fruit, the creature observed, "As religions go, the Whites seem to have the opportunity for more fun."
"If you consider destruction fun."
"I do, I do!"
Elmutt again looked from the window at the night shrouded court. On the other side of the fountain, the White Temple loomed like a nightmare. If you destroy enough pieces of reality, reality itself will eventually be destroyed. He closed and rubbed his eyes. Does the White priest count upon my secret heart to destroy the Levar? Am I indeed engaged in a contract killing?
The new guard posted, the scarlet soldiers of the Red Temple stood motionless at their stations. If this is true, thought the picker, then the deed is already done. It is past midnight. This is tomorrow.
His creature asleep upon the cushion, Elmutt continued watching the square. Hours later the Scarlet Guard changed posts once more. Before they changed posts again, the morning sun was behind the White Temple, touching the waters high atop the court's fountain.
Outside the doors of the apartment there was a sharp voice issuing commands, measured footsteps moving away. Elmutt faced the door, his throat again dry. Tavi was missing from his cushion.
The door opened, revealing another scarlet and black clad servant. The fellow bowed and announced, "Master Elmutt, I present Her Magnificence, the Levar." The servant stepped aside as Elmutt doubled over into a deep bow, his gaze fixed on the carpet.
"Leave us." He heard the door close and again the Levar's voice. "Stand, Elmutt."
The picker straightened to see the girl. He almost didn't recognize her. Her face was soft, radiant, her mouth in a pretty smile. She wore a bright yellow gown and tiny pink flowers in her hair. Her dark eyes sparkled. A mock frown crossed her face. "Would you keep your Levar standing, garbage picker?"
Speechless, Elmutt again bowed. Without rising from his bow, he stumbled over to a chair and faced it toward the girl. "Please," he croaked.
She laughed and seated herself in the chair as the picker moved to stand in front of her, still bowing. "I ordered you to stand, picker. Why do you disobey me?"
Elmutt came out of his bow, the color drained from his face. "Your Magnificence, I..."
She waved him into silence. She sat staring at him for a moment, then she spoke. "Did you hear how the servant addressed you?"
Elmutt shook his head. "No, Your Mag—"
"Master Elmutt. That is what he called you. Master. I have made you a vavasor to show my appreciation for the fortune that you made me. What lands do you hold? I would make your title hereditary with lands."
"I am but a garbage picker, Your Magnificence."
"Where do you live?"
"Dung Alley, Your Magnificence."
The Levar frowned and rubbed her chin. "That will never do: the Vavasor of Dung Alley. That will never do. I will speak with the City General and have the alley renamed. If it is an alley, it would be too narrow to call a street." She nodded. "Fortune Way. That will be its name, and you are Elmutt, Vavasor of Fortune Way." She sat back, smiling. "Well?"
"I am, er, very honored, Your Magnificence." He put from his mind for the moment the disagreeable reaction of the alley toughs he knew who had unknowingly become his vassals. "Magnificence, what was the fortune I made for you, if... if I may be so bold as to ask."
The Levar looked puzzled for a moment, her gaze toward the window. She looked at her new vavasor as the puzzlement left her face. "Happiness. This day I am happy. Nothing more." Again she looked puzzled. "In words it sounds like such a small thing, happiness. However, it is more than all the wizards of Liavek could do for me." She placed her hand over her heart. "In here it is the fortune of fortunes, Elmutt." Tears came to her eyes. "The fortune of fortunes," she whispered.
Elmutt watched as the Levar laughed and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Perhaps, thought the Vavasor of Fortune Way, perhaps there is more to my secret heart than Tavi's reptiles. Perhaps I am not quite the loathsome creature Geth Dys counted upon me being.
"Again, my fortune, Elmutt. What will you make for my fortune tomorrow?"
Elmutt felt the glow in his heart and smiled confidently as he bowed toward the Levar. "It is done, Your Magnificence."
She stood as the door opened. "You will remain here with me in the palace, Elmutt. I cannot afford to let you get too far away from me."
"Yes, Your Magnificence. Thank you."
She left the apartment and Elmutt stood, a strange pride in his gut. I am not, he told himself, a complete monster. There is some good in me.
The door remained open and in stepped Geth Dys. Elmutt caught himself beginning a bow, reminding himself just in time that he too was a vavasor. He grinned at the White priest. "Good morning, Geth Dys."
The priest cracked the slightest of smiles. "Yes, it does seem to be an unusually good morning for a number of persons in the palace."
Elmutt felt a different kind of heat in his heart. "Geth Dys, where is the destruction you would have had me inflict upon that little girl?"
The priest looked surprised for an instant. He nodded as his face resumed its usual expression. "Of course, you have a troll. It never crossed my mind. I misread that." He reached out and closed the door to Elmutt's apartment. Turning back, the priest seated himself in the chair recently vacated by the Levar. Geth Dys nodded again. "I admit I misread you, too, Elmutt."
"Then my creature spoke the truth when he told me what you would have had me do? Destroy my corner of existence."
"It was an honest mistake. It is a cruel thing that a fortune maker cannot make his own fortune. Existence has always been your enemy. And you react to cruelty magnificently."
"That is something I would ask you, Geth Dys. Why can't I make my own fortune?"
"The laws of magic make it impossible to work magic on one's vessel of luck. A fortune maker is the vessel of his own luck. Hence, you cannot work your magic upon yourself. Unfortunate."
Elmutt pointed at the priest. "What did you mean by what you said: my reaction to cruelty? Why did you think I would be such a certain agent of destruction?"
The priest raised his brows. "After what I saw you do to the woman, I thought—"
"Cankera?" Elmutt dismissed the evidence with a wave of his hand. "I hated the hag. Everyone hates someone. But you, Geth Dys, counted on me to hate the world and everything in it. Why?"
Geth Dys read Elmutt's eyes for a moment, the hint of a smile on his lips. "I was referring to the wizard's granddaughter, Almantia. What I saw you do to her."
Elmutt felt desperate life draining from his veins. "Almantia?"
The priest placed his elbows on the chair's armrests and touched his fingertips together. "I was one of Yolik's wedding guests, except that there was no wedding. It seems that the ship-owner, Brice, values Almantia's beauty above her other qualities. "
"What do you mean?"
"You know my meaning."
Elmutt remembered: ...the feel of her hand upon his arm, the sight of her face glowing with joy and anticipation.
"Oh, Elmutt, I am so happy. What do you think will happen? Will I always be this happy?"
A strange heat shot through his heart....
"What. .." Elmutt could hardly breathe. "Geth Dys, tell me, I beg you. What happened?"
"It seems that shortly before the ceremony was to take place, the bride-to-be conversed over Yolik's gate with a shabby, unhappy-looking gutter rat. Shortly afterward, Almantia's beauty began to fade. Her posture became stooped, her body twisted. Her face became narrow, her eyes receded into wrinkled sockets, her nose became hooked, and she acquired quite the most astounding dose of black-headed warts it has ever been my privilege to witness."
Elmutt covered his face with his hands. "No. Please, no."
"You see, Elmutt, I read the mind of that gutter rat as he stood there at the gate. The woman he did that to was the woman he loved more than life itself. And a spell of such power! Yolik himself could do nothing." Geth Dys leaned forward and stabbed at his chest with his thumb. "I could do nothing. It had to have been more than a mere magician's spell. It had to be the work of a fortune maker." The priest lowered his hand and leaned back in the chair. "I went after you and caught up just before you made the fortunes of the hag and her mate on Dung Alley. As I said, my mistake was an honest one. From the available evidence, how could I have concluded that your heart contained anything other than destruction?"
Elmutt shook his head. "Almantia? What has happened to her? Where is she? Does she...is she still..."
"To the best of my knowledge she is alive. Yolik had her sent deep into the Silverspine seeking the Bhandafs and a reversal of what he imagines to be her spell."
"The east..." Elmutt thought back. In the Two-Copper Bazaar the day before, Tavi vanishing in fright for no apparent reason, the litter-chair with its eight bearers. The drawn window curtains...
The curtain drew back further, revealing the twisted, warted face of a hideous crone. She held up a gnarled hand and motioned in Elmutt's direction. Her mouth opened but what she said could not be heard.
The bearers were headed toward the Levar's Highway….
Geth Dys pushed himself to his feet. "If you could search for her and find her, and then get her to ask you for her fortune, I suppose you could restore her beauty. Perhaps you could even create a future that would force her to be your wife." The White priest grinned. "Think about that, Elmutt, as you sit here day after day under the Levar's cruel confinement. Perhaps you can achieve a slight resentment against the one who would keep you here against your will. Understand that Almantia is under no mere spell. She is living her present; the present that you wished upon her. No magician, sorcerer, or Bhandaf spirit doctor can alter her condition. All that can be done is to cloud her mind, making her blind to the horror that she has become."
"Geth Dys, what of another fortune maker? Another fortune maker could—"
"No." The priest smiled. "You are the only fortune maker to come along for over two thousand years, Elmutt. There are no others." Geth Dys opened the door. "Think upon what I have said when next the Levar would have you make her fortune." The priest left the apartment, closing the door behind him.
Elmutt stared at the closed door for a long time. He had no doubt that if he could have made his own fortune at that moment, his death would be such as to make Cankera's end seem like a peaceful passing to a better land.
"Oh, woe! Oh, woe!"
Tavi appeared on the floor, rapidly pacing in a circle, his gaze downcast, his tiny hands pulling at his hair. Elmutt felt like killing the creature. He did not make the attempt, since through many prior investigations he had learned that he could not. There were two other reasons as well. First, the wish of death in his heart shamed him. It was just such a thing that had taken Almantia's beauty. Second, he realized that the troll's words were not mocking him. Tavi was agonizing in earnest.
"Speak, Tavi. What pains you?"
The troll waved his hands in the air and came to a stop facing Elmutt, his right hand scratching his chin, his face wrought in deep thought. "The White priest will be our ruin, Elmutt. He is too clever for our own good." He pointed a finger at Elmutt. "By Narkaan's knees, he would have you do your worst to the Levar!"
"I thought that is what you wanted, Tavi."
Again the troll's arms waved in the air. "Fool! Do you not see that the result of making the Levar's future a horror would end in your own death? If the Levar couldn't order up your nightmare, you can count on the Regent, a Red priest, to dish up disaster." Tavi shook his head. "Most likely, a very slow and very painful death!"
"Again, Tavi, I would think that end would be the kind of entertainment that would set your tiny warted toes a-tapping and your black little heart all aglow."
Tavi placed his hands on his hips. "We need solutions right now, Margrave of Muck, not sarcasm!" The troll folded its arms and glared at Elmutt. "If you die, the Bhandaf dancer will get me. Do you understand now?"
"Oh, yes." Elmutt thought of Zayieri. In another moment the course he must follow stretched before him. "We must escape, Tavi."
The troll clasped his hands behind his back and resumed pacing. "How? There is a guard outside your door, and more guards throughout the palace. They have all been warned by Geth Dys not to give you any opening to use your power. We can be certain that none of those uniformed lumps will ever ask you for a fortune."
The garbage picker managed a slight smile. "Perhaps, Tavi. However you might convince one of them to ask me for a fortune."
"Me? How could I?"
"You underestimate how seductive you can be, Tavi."
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Guard Private Mandar Lann stood confidently at his noon post in front of the fortune maker's apartments, reviewing his orders. If the fortune maker wanted to go anywhere within the palace grounds, he was permitted, but could go only under escort. If the fortune maker should make an attempt to escape, Mandar would call out the remainder of the guard and restrain him bodily.
The White priest had stressed the importance of never saying any phrase that could be construed in any manner as a request for his fortune. No casual statements, such as, What of it? What will happen? and the like. Especially, he was not to let temptations of wealth or station seduce him into asking for a fortune in exchange for turning his back. Master Geth Dys had said that he had carefully picked the ones who were to stand guard upon the fortune maker. They were all fairly well off financially, and they were loyal soldiers—men and women of trust and honor with comfortably secure futures should they earn the gratitude of the White priest. It was a particular reflection upon Mandar's worth, and the recognition of that worth, to have been given this task. The guard was allowing his chest to inflate with pride when he heard a tiny voice.
"You are Mandar Lann?"
The guard frowned and looked around. "Eh? Who goes there?" He could see no one. Ignoring his ceremonial short sword, Mandar pulled his pistol from its holster, cocked it, and looked again. "Show yourself!"
"Down here."
Mandar looked down to see a tiny creature in a purple suit and yellow cape standing before him. The creature's ugly large head sported a mouth curled into an even uglier leer. "Eh? What are you?"
"You are Mandar Lann, soldier of the Levar's Guard?"
"Aye," Mandar responded warily. "What of it?"
"I am your troll. My name is Tavi."
"What!? My what?"
The troll's eyebrows went up as he held out his hand. "Now, Mandar, don't go making a big fuss. Each troll must be inflicted upon someone, and I have been assigned to you. You'll just make yourself crazy buzzing your head wondering why you. Simply accept your fate, and it will go easier for you." The leer widened. "A little easier."
The guard felt the cold sweat beading over his entire body. "There must be some mistake, creature—"
"Tavi."
"There must be some mistake, Tavi. I am a good man. A good man."
The troll blew on his fingernails and buffed them on the chest of his purple jacket. "And?"
"I am a good man! A true and loyal soldier, faithful to my church and my sovereign, thrifty, honest, reverent, kind to the elderly, helpful to the poor...nice to small animals—"
"Nevertheless," interrupted the troll, "I am yours." The troll reached up and placed a handprint in the center of Mandar's highly polished brass buckle. "Inspections in ranks are going to be much more exciting for you."
Mandar looked in horror at the handprint. Quickly pulling a cloth from inside his blouse, he polished the print from the buckle. "You can't do this to me—
" By the time he had finished with the buckle, Mandar saw the troll scratching the polish on his boots with its fingernails. Mandar jumped back, away from the troll, raising his pistol. "No!"
The troll held out his hand, palm up, and a suspiciously oozy brown gob appeared upon it. "You certainly keep your uniform immaculate, Mandar."
"Take a step toward me, troll, and I will fire! I warn you!"
The creature moved toward him and the guard pulled the trigger. When the smoke cleared and the echoes concluded their circuit of the palace, Mandar looked in horror to see the troll still standing, unscathed. The troll was looking with amusement at the huge scar the guard's pistol had made in the Levar's polished marble floor. The troll leered again at Mandar. "Yes, yes, this will be an interesting assignment."
Mandar felt light-headed, and even more so when he noticed that the brown gob was no longer on the troll's hand. He hesitantly glanced at the front of his trousers and almost fainted. As the sound of approaching footsteps came from the Grand Hall, Mandar dropped his pistol, clasped his hands, and sank to his knees. "I have been everything good that a man can be. I do not deserve a troll!"
Tavi vanished and reappeared on the guard's left shoulder. "I can help you there, Mandar. You seem to be under the impression that reality is fair. I am pleased to be able to clear up this matter for you. It isn't." The troll pointed the fingertips of both hands toward his own breast. "I rest my case."
Mandar, still on his knees, his eyes closed, shook his head and wailed. "What can I do? Great Sarrow, what can I do?" The footsteps and shouts of a guard came closer.
"I suppose, Mandar, that there is only one thing that you can do."
The guard opened his eyes and looked at the troll. Tavi was reclining on the guard's shoulder, raised up on one elbow, his legs crossed. "What can I do? Please, creature, what can I do?"
A door opened and Mandar looked up to see the fortune maker standing in front of him. The guard looked back at the troll. The creature was pointing at the fortune maker with a gnarled thumb. "Ask him."
"What..." Mandar moistened his lips, swallowed, and hung his head. "...will be my fortune?"
The hallway was quiet and deserted, the marble floor unblemished. Mandar stood at his post, frowning. He looked down and confirmed that his uniform was in its usual immaculate condition. He unholstered his pistol, examined it, and confirmed that it was cleaned and loaded. He replaced the pistol in its holster and scratched his head. Something was bothering him, but he had no idea what it was. He looked down again and saw a tiny handprint in the center of his polished belt buckle. Quickly he pulled a cloth from inside his blouse and buffed away the mark. As he replaced the cloth he reviewed the orders he had gotten from the White priest, pleased at the honor of being selected for this important task.
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"I can make you your fortune. That is my power."
Zayieri and Hidat sat upon their cushions. The dancer stared at Elmutt with her cat eyes. The troll was silently seated on the picker's shoulder. "And you would have us come with you to the land of the Bhandafs to find Yolik's granddaughter?"
Elmutt looked down at his hands on the table. "You would be a great help to me there, Zayieri. I have no knowledge of the Bhandafs and am ignorant of their ways. But more important than that, I need to know my heart. Should I have an opportunity to remake Almantia's fortune, I must do so free of anger, hate, jealousy, revenge, greed...all those things which now rest there." He looked up at her. "Before I make your fortune, and Hidat's, I need to do this. There are great risks, otherwise."
The dancer looked at the musician. "My husband?"
Hidat did not return the look. "You know I cannot go with you. Not to the land of the Bhandafs. Old Ogume would have me mutilated and put to death." Hidat looked at Elmutt, his lips touched by a bitter smile. "Ogume is Zayieri's father. He is a very powerful spirit doctor. I am not a Bhandaf; I only love one. Ogume disapproves." He turned his head toward his wife. "He would disfigure you, then cast you out."
Zayieri reached out and placed a gentle hand on Hidat's forearm. "My husband, our fortune could be to remove this pain between my father and yourself; between us and my people. We could live among the Bhandafs again, our land and position restored."
Hidat leveled his gaze at Elmutt. "We could, if the picker can learn his heart and gain control of his power." The musician glanced down at the table and watched as his fingers drummed there for a moment. The fingers stopped. Hidat took a deep breath, letting the air escape from his lungs slowly. He nodded and held out his hand to the picker. "Very well. We will take you to the land of the Bhandafs. I will arrange for the transportation and provisions."
Elmutt clasped the musician's hand. "I am so grateful, Hidat. To both of you."
Hidat smiled. "Keep in mind, Elmutt, that in associating yourself with the pair of us, whatever we receive at Ogume's pleasure will be shared by you. That is the law."
Elmutt felt Tavi pulling at his ear. He turned and looked at the troll. "What of me?" whispered Tavi.
The picker looked at the dancer, his eyebrows raised. Zayieri smiled warmly at the troll. "Tavi, if Elmutt should die in the land of the Bhandafs, you will not become mine. You will belong to an entire tribe, any individual of which can see and catch you, all of whom believe that trolls are hell demons, and that torturing hell demons brings one further into Bhanda's favor. In the land of the Bhandafs, Tavi, I suggest you devote your every effort toward keeping Elmutt alive."
The picker looked at his troll, and Tavi's face was no longer the color of mud, but was instead the color of ashes.
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Beginning late that afternoon, and for the next twelve days, the tiny caravan of three camels followed the Levar's Highway east toward the city-state of Saltigos. On the twelfth day, just before reaching the city, they turned their mounts north into the evergreen forests of the Silverspine Mountains. In the forest the travelers would at times catch glimpses of the hideously ugly mountain folk that lived there, but they would jump from the tree branches, extend their membranes, and be gone among the trees shortly after seeing that one of the travelers was a Bhandaf.
The nights were spent by fires with Hidat's drum sounding a quiet beat and Elmutt sleeping with his head nestled between Zayieri's breasts, her arms wrapped around him, her lips whispering into his ear, the picker unconsciously answering her with slurred words and silent tears. At first this bothered Elmutt, thinking that Hidat would certainly take offense. Both of them assured the picker that this was the Bhandaf way of teaching him his heart.
And he was learning his heart. It was mostly good, the blemishes acquired as defenses against a life and existence of want and pain. It was a strong heart, too. Nothing less could have survived the pain, and the greater measure of the pain he had inflicted upon himself. Among many examples was Ghaster. The old man had said the words, but Elmutt had chosen to be hurt by them. His master had administered the beatings, but his bond child had chosen to stand there and take them, hoping that his welts would somehow please the unpleasable. He had even turned his love into pain.
He had learned that there was love in his heart, and not just a small measure. There was the love, of course, for Almantia. But love too for Zayieri and Hidat. Love for the little girl who carried the Levar's mantle. Even love for Ghaster. Even love for Tavi. What was the most incredible, and the hardest to find, was the love he had for Elmutt the garbage picker.
When he understood it, he shook his head in wonder. All of the things he had desired—the power, the friends, the possessions, the titles—were false lodestones, attempting desperately to attract the one thing of which he had an abundance: love. Love of self, and love of works. He found that his work had not degraded him; he had degraded his work. He had been a good—no, a great—garbage picker. He could see finds where others were blind, he could repair what others believed to be unrepairable, he could hold in his mind thousands of details concerning who threw out what at what time of the year or week, and he could make a profit at it. More than that was being his own master, the open sky above his head, the rich sights, tastes, and sounds of the city for a workplace, the countless interesting persons he knew, and the countless more he had yet to meet. But he had taken the joy out of all of it by telling himself that it was not enough. In the same manner, he had taken the joy out of his entire life.
As the caravan reached the crest of a pass that in the language of the Bhandafs was named Forbidden Way, despite the rows of skulls flanking the opening, Elmutt felt a strange peace within his breast. It was strange because it was a peace that had never before existed.
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At night in the pass:
"Zayieri, what if that which the White priests believe is true?"
"What do they believe?"
"That I am condemned to an endless cycle of births and rebirths. That the only way to escape is to destroy reality itself."
The dancer looked at Elmutt with puzzled eyes. "There are worse things, Elmutt, than being condemned to immortality."
"Not if it is endless pain."
"True. But what if it is endless happiness? With each birth you get anew the choice between pain and happiness. If you choose happiness, your joy will go on forever. Most of us call this heaven. Why would you want to destroy that?"
•
The morning they reached the fertile bottom of the Valley of Bhanda, there was a single outstanding badness in his heart. It was not guilt over the hag. There was nothing he could do about Cankera's death. He could not change the past. For that same reason he had accepted his past with Ghaster and let go of what might have been. There was the guilt about how he had acquired his velvet suit. He had put that to rest when he determined to make restitution to the tailor. But still there was the badness of Almantia resting in his heart.
It was still a confusion: guilt for what he had done to her, knowing that making amends by restoring her full beauty would again place her out of his reach, grief at this certain loss, the desire to manipulate her future, shame at the thought. These were the things on his mind as he heard a shout, then an army of voices raised in a spine-vibrating cry.
"Hidat!" he called, Tavi's arms wrapped about his neck. "What is that?"
The musician held up his hand for silence. Before his hand came down they were surrounded by great black feline beasts ridden by springdart-wielding men and women who were clad in skins and red battle paint. All of the riders had the eyes of the cat. One of the warriors reached up and grabbed the reins from Hidat's hands. He grinned, displaying startlingly white teeth.
"Jhaas, Hidat! Jhaas! Re cagthgat te, tyah!"
Elmutt did not need a translator to understand the warrior's sentiment. It fairly radiated from his pores.
"At last, Hidat! At last! We have you now!"
More hands reached out, taking the reins from Zayieri and Elmutt. Weapons and voices upraised, backed up by the howls of the huge cats, it was difficult for Elmutt to hang onto his new sense of serenity, and he didn't.
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They were taken to a stronghold within a city such as Elmutt had never before seen. The buildings were magnificent despite being made from stone and beaten earth. The largest of these, high atop a barren hill of naked rock with a view commanding the valley, was where they were taken. Deep within its bowels was a huge circular room illuminated by the flames of the pit that occupied the room's center. Six warriors stood behind Elmutt, Zayieri, and Hidat, while a seventh warrior held Tavi by the scruff of his neck. They faced the firepit.
Across the pit on the opposite side of the room rose an imposing idol, blackened by the flames that kept the smells of charcoal and crisped flesh in the air. Below the neck, the idol was carved into a huge cat, much like the ones ridden by the Bhandaf warriors who had captured them. Where there should have been a head, however, there was a terrifying tangle of at least a hundred living snakes, their bodies rising from the giant cat's neck, their black mouths issuing a chorus of quiet hisses.
Standing before the idol was a tall figure wearing the head of one of the same black cats. He was clad in robes of black fur. As he held his hands out in front of him, an enormous head of flames formed just above the pit, obscuring the view of the idol and the spirit doctor. The head of flames opened its eyes and spoke. The words were Bhandaf, and they shook the stones.
"Te, Zayieri, Hidat. Re cogh peh dyad!"
Zayieri took a step forward, bent over, and spat into the flames. As the flames died, so almost did Elmutt. Tavi had fainted. There was a murmur of shock from the warriors guarding them and from the Bhandafs gathered around the walls.
Zayieri shouted "Ogume, this is your daughter, not one from the other side of the Forbidden Way. Place your illusions aside and let us talk."
The cat man on the other side of the pit growled angrily, "Speak not the language from beyond the Forbidden in your father's temple!"
Zayieri held her hand out toward Elmutt. "My companion does not understand the words in Bhandaf."
"Hah!" The spirit doctor removed his mask and handed it to an assistant as he stormed around the edge of the pit, coming to a halt facing Elmutt. "Is this the new thing in your bed, Zayieri? I am not surprised at the ways you picked up beyond the Forbidden." Ogume glanced at Hidat and hissed, "I at least thought you to be a man!"
Hidat lunged at the spirit doctor but was restrained by the two warriors who guarded him. Zayieri stood between her husband and her father, facing Ogume. "Your mind rots with the evil it carries, my father. Hidat is my husband. I have no other bed. We have brought Elmutt of Liavek here upon his own request."
Ogume faced Elmutt. "Speak!"
"I...er...uh—
"
"What language is this?"
"I, uh, do not know what to say, good sir."
The spirit doctor held his head back and looked down his nose as though he were examining an insect whose extermination was long past due. "My daughter and this man she wed will be consumed by the pit fires and your own bleached skull will join the ranks outside the Forbidden Way as the price of your visit. I would think your reason to be an important one."
"Oh, woe. Oh, woe!" wailed a tiny voice.
Ogume turned to his right and looked down at Tavi dangling from the end of the warrior's arm. "A troll? A fat little thing, too." He shook a finger at Tavi. "Take note, hell demon. We shall have that fat flailed off of you before night!"
"Oh, woe! Oh, woe!"
The spirit doctor faced Elmutt. "Now speak. Why have you come?"
"I seek the granddaughter of Yolik, wizard of Liavek. She was sent to the land of the Bhandafs by her grandfather to have a spirit doctor attempt to break the spell that has trapped her."
Ogume's cat-eyed gaze was unblinking. "She is here. Is that information worth three lives?"
"I have come to break the spell."
"You?" Ogume laughed and turned to wave his hand at a darkened arch beyond the pit. "Goth vyad! Almantia nepri." He backed out of Elmutt's view as a Bhandaf girl-child assisted a stooped, black-robed figure in their direction. Elmutt knew it to be Almantia. The knowledge tore at his heart as he watched her struggle. Her head was completely covered by the hood of her robe, hiding her face. She pulled the child to a halt a few paces away. Ogume pointed down at his feet and ordered the child, "Hys, nepri!"
The child pulled the misshapen figure until it stood before Elmutt. The figure kept its head turned away from the travelers. Ogume pulled her until she faced the picker. With his right hand the spirit doctor drew back her hood, revealing her face. "This is the woman you seek. She was a great beauty of only seventeen years, I have been told. Break that spell, Magician of Liavek."
The universe was filled with the hideous sight of Almantia's face, her eyes, the tears that flowed from them, the responsibility of it all. Her lips trembled, but she said nothing.
Ogume released her and folded his arms. "Bhanda does not want this spell broken. I have seen this for two days. Not all of the powers of this temple can change a single wart. What can you do?"
Elmutt pulled his arms free from those who held them and reached out to the crone. He took her hands in his, stared into her eyes for a moment longer, then drew her toward him. He held her tightly, one hand against the back of her head, his lips next to her ear.
"Almantia," he whispered, "you cannot forgive me for doing this to you, and I was the one. I was the one. I loved you and you didn't know. When you told me about the one you loved, my heart…
But let me restore you to the way you were before. All you must do is ask me for your fortune. But you must limit it. Otherwise my heart, which still loves you, would force your tomorrows onto a path that would shame me. Say only this: What will be my beauty? Say it."
He heard a whisper in his ear and felt the heat flash through his heart. For a moment longer he held her, knowing as he opened his arms that she would be gone forever.
Her hair was mussed, her eyes dazed, but she was again as beautiful as before. Her eyelids closed and she sank against Ogume. The spirit doctor, shocked at the transformation of the woman and startled at the sudden weight against him, lowered Almantia to the stones of the floor. Zayieri knelt next to her and placed a hand over Almantia's eyes. She looked back at Elmutt. "There is nothing to fear. She only sleeps." Zayieri moved her gaze from Elmutt to her father.
Ogume looked shaken. His gaze moved from his daughter to Hidat to Elmutt and back to Zayieri. Although glistening with tears, his eyes and voice were hard. "Forgive me, my daughter. It is the law. It is not my law, but Bhanda's." He gestured with his head toward her guards and the ones holding Elmutt and Hidat.
They were all dragged to the edge of the pit. Ogume, looking old and broken, stood before his daughter, his words coming hard. "You have gone beyond the Forbidden; it is tabu. You have wed one from beyond the Forbidden; it is tabu. You have come back; the law must be obeyed."
The spirit doctor glanced down, turned, and stood before Hidat. He looked into the musician's eyes. "You are from beyond the Forbidden; to be here is tabu. You have wed one of our daughters; it is tabu. You have...you have come back; the law must be obeyed."
He stood before Elmutt. As the spirit doctor talked, Elmutt searched his heart and studied Ogume, seeing not hate or cruelty, but the pain and love the old man had for his daughter, for his son-in-law, even the respect he had for a garbage picker from Dung Alley. "Young man, you have a great power. It is a treasure that you have squandered for a woman's beauty. May it be worth it to you. You are from beyond the Forbidden; to be here is tabu. You are here; the law must be obeyed, and the law is fire."
Elmutt smiled and asked, "Why?"
"Why?" Ogume frowned. "Why? The law is from Bhanda."
"What would happen if you didn't obey the law?"
The spirit doctor looked outraged. "Not obey the law! What would happen if we did not obey the law? Why..."
As a familiar heat glowed within Elmutt's breast, Ogume pondered the question. The more he pondered, the wider became his smile.
•
Elmutt left the Valley of Bhanda before Almantia awakened.
Hidat and Zayieri, comfortably established in Ogume's home, had wished him well upon his journey back to Liavek, and had invited him to return someday to see their fine home that they had already started building. Someday, perhaps, the fortune maker replied, and invited them all to visit him. Now that the Forbidden Way was no longer forbidden, a traveling Bhandaf might need a guide sometime. Along the way to Liavek, Elmutt met a traveler and swapped his fine suit of blue velvet for the traveler's more comfortable, if rougher, wear.
Elmutt carried with him a gift of magic from Ogume. The spirit doctor had cast Elmutt's future and had read much trouble for him from the Levar and her Guard as a result of his absence. Even at that moment, the White priest was filling the young girl's head with poison and her life with misery. Elmutt explained to Ogume why the Levar wanted him and the spirit doctor had given him an artifact of great power that would accomplish for the Levar the same thing.
They were only words, and words in Bhandaf at that. However, as Elmutt read the words, they made for him the future he would have wished for himself. In translation, the artifact read:
Yesterday was,
Tomorrow might be,
Today is.
I will cherish it.
Ogume's magic worked and Elmutt, Vavasor of Fortune Way, returned to picking garbage, and it was his festival. With his health, the open sky above him, and all of the people of Liavek for potential friends, he was a man of means. The people liked to see him come by, not just because they might alter their fortunes by asking for it, but because it made one feel good to be in his presence. He was a superlative garbage picker.
A few of the friends who visit him are Bhandafs, and they come away with tales of a depressed troll. The creature is not depressed, it seems, simply because its victim is always happy. There is more to it. All the troll needs to do to make himself happy is to ask the garbage picker for such a future. And the garbage picker is willing. However, the troll remembers too well the things he did to the picker in the past and is afraid that the picker's secret heart might contain one or two leftover bad turns. With all of his greedy dreams dangling before him, yet not being able to work up enough courage to trust the one who could grant his wishes, the creature remains depressed. The most delightful form of troll torture the Bhandafs had ever seen.
Some say that the garbage picker's fine home was restored to its former grandeur through his pickings' profits, but his loyal vassals along Fortune Way know differently. You see, if you should go to his home, once called Narkaan's Skull, to have him make you a future, you will be standing upon a fine carpet among expensive furniture and tapestries at the same time that Master Elmutt offers a joke about the squalor in which he lives. If you would ask his wife, she would explain to you that Elmutt refuses to give himself airs, believing that to live the way he always had lived is better for his character. Therefore, the magnificence you see, Elmutt sees as Ghaster's cellar. No one really knows what the place looks like. It's an illusion. After all, his wife is the granddaughter of a wizard. They seem to like it that way
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