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Chapter 1 – Signs and Signals

Genevieve paced around her studio floor in a flurry of frustration. She could feel the skin all over her body, and it seemed to be on fire, itching and aching. She longed to scratch but knew that was not appropriate behavior for a woman such as she.

Only small children gave in to this type of urge in public, and the Clothier felt very much like every moment that she spent in her shop could be in an instant visible to others. It all boiled down to, this was public, and there will be no unseemly behavior in the Clothier’s shop.

There was no conceivable reason for this much physical discomfort. A sharp reinforcement over her companion bond that connected Genevieve to her symbiotic partner, the sentient building, Doucet, told her that he was equally at a loss.

Arrested by that thought, Genevieve paused abruptly in her pacing, standing frozen in the middle of the room with one foot lifted off the ground. This was not a reaction of her skin, she abruptly realized. Instead, the feeling was similar to all of the nerves in her body getting together and voting to go someplace else. Obviously, there was more than a simple desire to scratch going on.

Her three companions watched in worried silence. They had offered no suggestion or question during her first hour of frenzied discomfort. She knew that they were probably at a loss, just as she was. Wrapped up in her own thoughts, the Clothier jumped a little bit as a hesitant voice spoke.

“Maybe you forgot something?” It was the old treadle sewing machine that bravely offered a comment. His gears revved up and down slowly to create an audible conversation. Genevieve listened carefully, appreciating the considerable effort that he was going through to talk to her. Even more heartwarming to the Clothier was the affection and loyalty that she knew underlaid his decision to speak up.

Slowly, the machine that had seen more miles of stitching than any she had ever known continued his labored speech. “I know that when I have forgotten to oil my pivots that all of my gear stutter and I feel funny. Almost like I’m going to throw up.”

Suppressing a smile at the mental vision of the sewing machine pitching out his gears in an expression of nauseated distress, the Clothier turned and smiled fondly at the black and gold Singer machine. Her itching forgotten, she laid a gentle hand on the elaborately drawn decoration on his castle and said, “Thank you, Isaac. But I don't think forgotten maintenance is behind this.”

Doucet chose that moment to shower her with mental images of all the different ways that a treadle sewing machine might decide to throw up. Totally distracted, the Clothier struggled to contain her amusement, worried that uncontrolled laughter on her part would offend and hurt her fiercely loyal machine.

Genevieve heard a light clicking sound behind her. Turning, she noticed that both her pincushion and tape measure were laying on the large worktable that occupied pride of place in her studio. Sitting at an equal distance from both was the glint of a single straight pin. The silvery finish on the slender tool of a dressmaker’s trade caught the light and scattered minute flashes of visual confetti in the air.

The woman knew that the table had been cleared just a short time ago. There was no way that a pin could have accidentally fallen into that particular space. The Clothier stared intently at first one and then the other of her assistants. Only silence answered her, and Genevieve started to become impatient.

“Patience, my dear,” sounded over her companion bond and Genevieve realized with a massive burst of joy that she had finally heard words from Doucet. The edges of her eyes became teary, and she drew in a sharp breath. Each milestone in the deepening of their bond was an occasion of celebration for her. The closer they came to a true melding, the higher the chance of creating stupendous fashion art.

It had not been very long ago when she would have said that people who talk to the tools of their trade were dangerously unstable. She would have no more looked to those implements for commentary on her life and career than she would’ve expected the water in her cup to sing her lullabies. Coming to the Badger Hole had certainly changed her view on magic and its relation to her.

Now, Genevieve looked inquiringly at the two items lying on the table and waited for them to speak. When neither of them spoke quickly, the woman narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms in front of her, her face assuming an expression that would have told anyone that knew her well what she was actually saying was, “Don’t make me wait!”

For once the human woman wasn’t the more volcanic person in the bond between Anchor and Building. Compared to Genevieve’s spark of irritation, the fury that Doucet felt at her assistants’ reticence was volcanic. The Clothier found herself in a unique position, needing to calm her companion down from an unreasonable level of emotion.

That just proves that just because the man has more vision and skill in his nonexistent pinky finger than I do in my whole body doesn’t make him perfect. Even if he is now a sentient building, Genevieve thought to herself. Pushing her voice through the companion bond, the Clothier echoed back at Doucet, <<Patience, my dear.>> His wry acknowledgment was a satisfying indication that their partnership was becoming equal.

Henri, the cloth measuring tape, rose up. He held a loop of his tape vertically in front of him like a shield, hiding the fact that he was pointing at Yoko, the pincushion. The Clothier’s eyes were drawn immediately over to the stuffed flower-like tool and her right eyebrow raised in an unconscious demand.

Yoko was a pincushion sculpted in the form of a lotus and constructed of beautiful Japanese fabrics. Articulate and pleasant, she tended to be shy and did not often draw attention to herself. Genevieve knew that when the usually quiet female threw a pin, it marked an important event.

Genevieve picked up the pin and gently slid it back into place. “You have an idea, Yoko?”

“Hai, I believe it is a signal from the honorable BHB,” the pincushion said in a sweet, lilting voice. “He has been known to send signs or signals to those with whom he cannot speak directly.”

“A signal for what?” Genevieve asked in confusion. Casting her mind back to her activities of the last few days, the Clothier could not think of anything that would require the intervention of the BHB. Doucet chimed in with an emphatic agreement but flooded her mind with additional images that confused her. I guess that we still have a way to go with our communications, Genevieve thought to herself.

Usually, if the sentient building needed something from her, either Madrik or Alastair would show up and ask her for whatever it was that they needed. Occasionally, the waitress, Wynn, would stop by to discuss decorations and other interesting projects over a cup of tea. Neither of those had happened.

When Genevieve repeated her question, two of the pincushion’s fabric petals lifted in a shrug the reminded Genevieve of the graceful wing-like movements of the sleeves on a geisha’s kimono. “I do not know.”

The Clothier opened her mouth to respond but paused for a moment as Doucet stabbed short little comments into her brain, noting the combination of sleeves and movement and how that could create a graceful formal gown. << Squirrel! >> she said sternly to her companion, << We can work on that later. Just don’t forget it! >>

A thump reminiscent of a thimble tapped between the eyes admonished her not to be silly. Of course, Doucet would remember. With an internal grin, Genevieve realized that so would she.

Turning her attention back to the conversation with Yoko, the Clothier said, “I suppose then I should go over and find out if there’s something that is needed at the bar, but I still think that they would’ve sent for me if anything was required.”

Henri chimed in, “I am sure that is true, but surely there are situations where it is not that they require you to do something but perhaps the BHB is trying to tell you of something that will happen to us instead.”

Struck by the possibilities of that statement, the Clothier turned her nervous energy into fuel for a frenzied tidying of her already pristine shop. No matter what occurred, she wanted to be prepared. No one would be able to find any fault with her studio, not after years of imagining a place to create her art coupled with the pain of hopeless yearning to find someone who would help her achieve her dream.

A crystalline image of the studio full of exquisite gowns and intricate garments filled the Clothier’s mind. Smiling in joy, Genevieve pushed a picture of her dancing through the maze of mannequins back along her companion bond to the building that was her partner.

The woman could feel a warm wave of pleasure at the picture reflecting back at her, and she knew that her companion, Doucet, had caught both her meaning and the joy that their bond brought her. She knew that there were traces of pride on both of their parts at the continued improvement of their communication. Both of them had grown in their ability to communicate fluidly and were developing the ability to add nuanced notes. It was not quite the power a partnership that Madrik had with the BHB, but it was miles ahead of where they had started.

Once more, Genevieve was yanked out of her thoughts by one of her assistant’s voices.

“Madame Genevieve,” Henri interrupted. “Your hands. Look at your hands!”

The Clothier held out her hands. Blue light raced in random paths across her palms and up her arms just as it had when she first bonded with Doucet and again when she created the elegant gown for Star Child Grace.

However, this time it was different. There was no objective to expend the magical energy on, no garment to create. Instead, the power built up a wave within her.

Genevieve could feel the magic intensifying within her, getting higher and higher, but with no clear target. Alarmed, she sent an image of a large question mark over her companion bond with Doucet, but he was equally at a loss. Without any clear direction, Genevieve decided to lean on her assistant’s instincts.

With some relief at having picked a direction, at last, the Clothier uttered a short laugh in relief, saying, “I think you're right, Yoko.”
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Chapter 2 – Action and Reward

Now that Genevieve had made a decision, she burst into frenzied activity. One last check around the room and nothing was out of place. Then a rapid evaluation of possible things she should take with her to the BHB. When Doucet pointed out that it wasn’t even a five-minute walk away and that she could easily come back for needed items, the Clothier pointed out that she really hated to be unprepared. She also reminded him that sometimes when inspiration hit there was no time to walk back and forth.

Henri and Yoko reassured her that they would keep the shop in hand and that if anyone stopped in without first going to the BHB that they would immediately notify her. Knowing Doucet could reach her no matter where she was, Genevieve stopped fussing and got ready to leave. Taking only the sample of fabrics that she had promised to the BHB waitress, the Clothier left her shop.

As soon as Genevieve stepped out of her shop, the horrendous itching of her skin lessened. Reinforcing the idea that she was answering a summons, each step closer to the bar’s entrance resulted in the feeling of uneasiness and violent itching becoming easier to ignore.

Genevieve issued a sigh that mingled both relief and delight that the mystery had been solved. With an increased bounce in her step, the Clothier made a beeline for the BHB determined to see what the other end of the mystery was. She had not gone very far, not even a few steps when Star Child Grace called to her from a short distance down the main road to her right.

“Oh good, I've caught you,” Star Child said as the woman moved quickly toward her. The willowy woman seemed to flow rather than walk. Her steps appeared to barely touch the pavers, yet she moved quickly. In the woman’s hands was a covered tray. As soon as she got close enough to Genevieve to speak normally, the older woman held out the covered platter to the younger woman, saying, “I stopped by the Bakery knowing that you would need these.”

Automatically, Genevieve took a step toward Star Child. Staring down at the tray blankly for a moment before moving her gaze up to look inquiring at the older woman, the young woman saw that Star Child was just smiling with a pleased sparkle in her eyes. When the younger woman made no move to take the tray, the grinning Star Child deposited it into the hands Genevieve had automatically held out. Before the Clothier could utter a complete sentence, the frustrating Plane Walker headed back down the street in the direction she had come.

Genevieve shook her head in amusement, bubbles of mirth effervescent in her blood. She had met Star Child Grace frequently since coming to this place. Every one of those times the woman had seemed to know what was happening before Genevieve or anyone else did. Was this another example of foresight on the older woman’s part?

“Oh well,” Genevieve said as she shrugged her shoulders. Supposedly, Star Child thought this tray was needed, so it probably was. And since the woman had an uncanny sense of timing, the Clothier assumed that this was not something to carry back to her shop. Instead, since she been intercepted on her way to the BHB, she probably just needed to take the tray with her when she went to visit Madrik.

Genevieve could feel Doucet looking through her eyes over their companion bond. The woman had to admit that she was curious about what was on the tray and she could feel her companion’s similar need to know. Giving in to that urge to discover, Genevieve balanced the platter on the one hand and lifted the heavy cover with the other.

An explosion of warm and inviting smells slapped her in the face as if she had just walked into a well-run bakery. Luxurious almond, invigorating cinnamon, deep thick, honeyed satisfaction, and other exciting aromas erupted into Genevieve’s senses. Overwhelmed for just a moment, the young woman blinked her eyes and focused on what was on the tray. “Cookies?” she asked out loud.

Totally befuddled, Genevieve put the cover back down over the delectable smelling cookies and headed for the BHB. I am sure that at some future point, this will all make sense, she thought to herself. Until then, I will enjoy the smell of them, and perhaps find which ones go with which type of wine.

<< <> >>

Genevieve waltzed into the dark wooden tavern with a light step and humming a song that she remembered from the carolers on Fifth Avenue. She loved her shop, but the BHB taproom was special. The Badger Hole Bar was the heart of this universe. Every time she set foot inside the bar, she noticed the special smell in the air and indescribable energy that ran through the atmosphere. Within the confines of its walls, anything seemed possible.

Madrik was seated at the bar having a discussion with the bartender, Brechal. There was a cup in front of Madrik that sent tendrils of steam floating through the air like waving fingers and Genevieve was intrigued that it seemed to be forming letters. She would’ve sworn that she saw FA followed by LA a few seconds later. When she glanced back at it, it looked like LA appeared again.

Strange things are always happening here, Genevieve thought, Perhaps, if I sit here long enough the misty letters will make sense to me. Before she could look further into that, the two men greeted her by name. Madrik continuing on to ask, “Hello, Genevieve. It’s a pleasure to see you, but is there something that you need?”

Oh, good! He’s just as much in the dark as I am, she thought to herself. Aloud, the Clothier said, “No, I believe it is the other way around. It seems that I’ve been summoned here by the BHB and since I was waylaid by Star Child Grace on the short trip and handed this tray, I thought perhaps the contents of the tray were needed.” Punctuating her statement, Genevieve laid the platter on the bartop in front of Madrik.

Madrik stared blankly at the covered tray, unsure of what to do. Brechal had been busy with the ever-present glassware but interrupted his actions long enough to look at her and asked, “What's that?” pointing at the tray with his chin while his hands kept drying glasses.

Before Genevieve could say anything, the Badger Hole Bar added its own bit of drama by flashing lights all over the taproom and creating a staccato reverberation on the roof. The bartender laughed, putting his cloth down and leaning closer to the mysterious tray.

“If the BHB is playing herald, it must be something good!” said Brechal. Madrik was speechless with the look on his face that said he was trying to understand what BHB was telling him. Even over the short time that Genevieve had been an Anchor, she had learned to recognize the expression of abstract contemplation that signaled someone trying to interpret one of the building’s mental images.

Picking up on her cue, Genevieve gleefully took the cover off with an extravagant flourish. A beam of light found the cookies as if directed by a theatrical specialist. They looked perfect. Lightly browned, some of them iced with multicolor frosting and various decorations, the cookies were so gorgeous that Genevieve could feel her mouth beginning to water. A soft puff of escaping warmth wafted a multitude of delectable aromas to the woman and two men that were closest.

“Cookies?” Madrik asked looking at her in bewilderment.

Genevieve laughed in a full-throated explosion of joy and pointed a shaking finger at his face as she danced from foot to foot. “Exactly. That's the same question I asked when I realized what Star Child handed me.”

Brechal carefully moved the glasses he had been wiping to a safe place and draped his bar towel over them. Deliberately, he examined the tray and picked up one of the cookies, a brightly-iced sugar cookie. The bartender bit into it, and a look of pure bliss rolled over his face. That was all the invitation Genevieve needed. The smell had been driving her crazy since Star Child had handed her the tray and there was now no reason to restrain herself.

The Clothier grabbed a cookie and bit into it daintily. After that first bite, it was all that she could do not to stuff the rest of the treat in her mouth and grab frantically for a handful more. As wonderful as the smells had been, the taste of the cookie was even better.

She was not the only one that was having problems with self-control. Brechal was already on his third cookie, making subtle moaning sounds as the taste of each mouthful hit his tongue. Madrik had popped one of the smaller cookies into his mouth whole and had a look of ecstasy on his face.

The overwhelming enjoyment that could be clearly seen on the Anchor’s face took years off of his age. The naked emotion and relaxed stress gave Genevieve a glimpse of what he might have looked like as a young man before grief and loss had drawn indelible lines.

The BHB added his enjoyment and pleasure with another round of flashing lights and clumping noises on the roof. A fire in the fireplace flashed up and down several times before returning to its unlit status.

Others in the bar made an appearance, drawn by the smell and the BHB display. Coming out of the kitchen almost at a run, Najeer and Wynn slid to a stop in front of the tray on the bar. From upstairs Genevieve could hear the rapid footsteps that signaled the two bouncers on their way to the stairwell. Soon, the entire core staff of the BHB was crowded around the tray at the bar.

Around a mouthful of baked goodness, Madrik asked, “Not to look a gift cookie in the mouth, but why these? Star Child Grace knows that we could whip up a batch of cookies fairly quickly in our kitchen.”

Najeer demurred, saying apologetically, “I am not sure that I could create anything this wonderful. However, I would love to speak to the Baker!”

Genevieve was not paying much attention to the conversation. Instead, the usually very proper Clothier was busy licking the tasty crumbs from her fingers. It was at that moment that she realized that her skin no longer itched. Instead of irritability and a feeling that she needed to be somewhere, she was happy and amused, calm and content. Looking around her, she saw that same relaxed enjoyment on everyone else’s face.
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Chapter 3 – Visitor Bearing Gifts

Out of the corner of her eye, Genevieve saw movement and an indistinct shape. Startled, she turned around and saw a stranger standing in front of the fireplace outlined in fading sparkles. The woman closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them the strange sparkles were gone. I might be getting a headache, she thought.

If Genevieve had been back in New York City, the stranger’s appearance would have been frightening. He looked like a vagabond, someone that might rob a small, defenseless woman. The impression was someone who didn’t care about their appearance and probably had an offensive body odor.

In the BHB with the protection of two large bouncers, a demonic -looking bartender, and a sentient building, Genevieve wasn’t at all worried. She realized to her surprise that she trusted them to protect her. The impact of that plank of trust dropping onto a pictured foundation in her mind felt like the beginning of something that was building inside of her soul. An unknown tension released. Only with the easement of that burden did she realize that it had been with her for a long time.

Drawing a deep breath, the woman returned to her examination of the stranger. Looking again, she saw that he was less disgusting than she had thought. It was the combination of his grooming and clothing that made the impression.

Genevieve found herself examining the old man with the scraggly beard. Something about him drew her, and she could feel Doucet’s awareness joining her as if her companion was peering over her shoulder.

The woman was not sure exactly at what point she stopped looking at him as Genevieve, the woman, checking out a stranger and slipped into her persona of the Clothier. Analyzing his garments, she recognized the change and the tingling feeling in her hands. Doucet sent his approval along her companion bond like a one-armed hug around her shoulders. She felt a flash of pleasure at his approval but then returned to her analysis.

There was a considerable amount to analyze. In addition to a straggly beard, the man had a dull brown cone hat that was pulled down tightly around his head. Tufts of hair stuck out around his ears and escaped along the back of his neck. His coat was not much better. A rather peculiar shade of green, both it and the hat clashed terribly with the coloring of the man’s skin.

The coat was obviously well worn and effectively shapeless. Hanging like a robe over the man’s scarecrow figure, it covered him from chin to knees. Dilapidated orange-brown boots completed the ensemble, blending into a picture of a vagabond who probably survived by begging.

Genevieve would have dismissed the man, but the Clothier part of her was intrigued. Despite the almost nauseating color combination and the poor quality of the garments, small bright sparks appeared briefly from the coat as the man brushed snow off its surface. << Magic, the man has magic, >> Doucet said over the companion bond.

That was not the only surprise.

The man looked up at the clump of people around the bar that were all staring at him and smiled. It was a pleasant, even happy smile that showed even white teeth and eyes that twinkled slightly. In a melodious and joyful bellow, the man said, “Hello there! I am delighted to see that you are open again.”

Alastair drew in a sharp breath, and Madrik and Genevieve looked at each other in surprise. The Badger Hole had been a thriving community once many years before. After a devastating attack, the whole pocket universe had been in limbo, floating and waiting for the right Anchor. Other than Star Child Grace, there were very few who remembered it from before.

“I had a bit of business to take care of and was happy to see the light on. On my way back, I thought I could stop in and fortify myself while making a delivery here.”

Before Madrik could say anything, Najeer ran over to the old man and excitedly asked him, “Did you get it? I have so many plans for it!”

“Of course, I did. Where do you want it dumped?” answered the old man.

The Cook grabbed Alastair by the arm and dragged him into the kitchen, muttering excitedly to the enormous bouncer. After a few moments of stunned silence in the barroom and noises of movement in the kitchen, Alastair staggered out of the kitchen holding a sturdy, insulated container.

Measuring 4-foot in height and almost 3-foot-wide, the container was nearly more than the big man could carry. Genevieve could clearly see the strain in his throbbing veins and hear it in his labored breath.

“Don’t strain yourself, young fella. Just wait there, and I’ll bring my stuff over and dump it in,” called out the old man.

Moving sprightly across the floor, the scarecrow-like man in the ragbag clothing was suddenly next to Alastair as the bouncer gratefully placed the insulated container on the floor. “WHEW! That thing is heavy,” Alastair said. “What do you need for me to do?”

“Just hold the lid open, and I can do the rest.”

Alastair obediently opened the lid which puffed out a chill gust of air that reminded Genevieve of snowfall in the country. The woman suppressed a shiver. Idly, Genevieve noticed that she had goosebumps on her arms and that Wynn had unconsciously moved between Madrik and the other bouncer for warmth.

Ignoring everyone else, the old man reached inside his coat and drew out a small casket from one of his pockets. Positioning it over the open chest, the old man completely missed Alastair’s disgusted and disbelieving look. Genevieve could almost hear the bouncer questioning the necessity of hauling such a big container out of the kitchen.

It was just as well that he didn’t give voice to that thought because as the old man opened the small casket, snow began to pour out into the larger container with a shimmer of ice crystals. The illumination in the BHB glinted off the facets of the river of snow and threw a cascade of scattered light around the room.

The Clothier could feel Doucet’s pleasure at the sheer theater of the moment and smiled. The indulgent grin on Madrik’s face told Genevieve that the BHB was equally enthralled.

The snow kept coming. Already many times what was physically possible to store in such a small container, Alastair watched in disbelieving wonder as the large insulated box that he had dragged out was entirely filled with a delicately scented snow.

At that moment, Najeer emerged from the kitchen and clapped his hands in joy. “Thank you, a thousand thanks!”

Finally, Madrik found his voice. “Is that some sort of special snow? And why did we need so much of it?”

Najeer answered, beaming with the broadest smile that anyone had ever seen on his face, “It is a key ingredient in a very delicate mousse that I am hoping to make. The flavor that the pristine snow from the Arctic Circle on Earth imparts and the aroma of it chilling the mousse is an intense pleasure and one that I wanted to create as a gift to all of you.”

Alastair had a different question, only this time it was directed at the old man. “How did all of that snow get into that little tiny box? It looks too small to hold it!”

With another smile, the old man answered, “It’s bigger on the inside than it is on the outside. And it’s not all that unusual because I have several bags just like it. However, I was worried that it might get a little bit too warm in the bag and getting water out of those bags is terrible.”

The bouncer had the look of a terrier after rat as he asked, “Where did you get it? Are there more of them? How do I get one?”

“I have no idea how you would get one these days. Perhaps at the Crossroads Souk. They seem to have everything, although the trick is finding it.”

Madrik nodded his head, and said, “I have heard about that place several times. It seems to be similar to this dimension, but it is designed to provide a unique shopping experience for many races and dimensions. Our bankers talked about it and warned me on what to do, and not do there. I would like to go sometime.”

For the first time, Wynn spoke up, “Oh! Shopping!” Sighing deeply, the woman continued, “I would love to just go window shopping if nothing else. Without any money, I couldn’t find anything, but it would be fun just to look.” Turning to Genevieve, the waitress continued, “We can get the Anchor to the Brewery, Sage, to go with us. We might even make it a girls’ night out. Of course, we would have to take some guys to carry the packages, assuming that we could buy anything.”

Genevieve concealed a smile at the look of pure horror that crossed Alastair’s face. Somehow, she knew that if schlepping were involved with the trip, it would be Vincent that would be playing pack mule.

The old man had not forgotten the bouncer’s other questions and chose that moment to answer another of them, “The casket and the three bags are things that my father left me. There are a few other interesting items, but those are the ones that I use the most. He worked most of his life as a Plane Walker with Star Child Grace. When he retired, he concentrated on enjoying life to the fullest, almost as if Papa knew when he would die.”

“With Star Child Grace? Then your father must’ve been ancient,” Madrik said in a burst of surprised words.

“Yes, he was. I heard many a story about the Badger Hole Fortress that was here before. My Father always said that the Badger Hole would rise again and so I have checked every once in a while to see if things had changed.”

Najeer came flying back out of the kitchen and laid down a tray of exquisite little appetizers. The usually reserved Cook was practically dancing with joy. Smiling around at everyone there, Najeer said, “Here are some savory items to go with the sweet cookies. I hope you enjoy them, and I look forward to working with such a unique component for my dishes.”

Turning to the old man, the Cook continued with his thanks, “I cannot tell you how much this means to me. It is the perfect gift. Please tell me if there is ever anything at all I can make for you!”

The old man responded, saying, “Your joy is all that I needed. Of course, when I stop by, I would not say no to more of your exquisite food.”

Alastair had still been staring at the old man disbelievingly, trying to wrap his mind around the idea of something being bigger inside than outside. He looked like he wanted to argue but realized that the evidence of his eyes supported what the old man had said. With a deep sigh, the bouncer began the laborious job of getting the container back into the kitchen.
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Chapter 4 – Nerves

The old man plopped down in an overstuffed armchair conveniently located by the bar. Genevieve knew that there had been no such chair there a scant moment before. In the back of her mind, she heard Doucet whisper, << The BHB made it for him. Apparently, his father was a favorite visitor before, and the BHB is pleased that his son has continued to visit. >>

Stretching out his legs with a sigh of contentment that resonated in the sinews and bones of everyone who heard him, the old man said, “If you would be so kind as to … Oooh...”

The man popped out of his chair as if his legs were tightly wound springs. His eyes lit up and twinkled with glee. “Do I smell cookies?”

Genevieve couldn't help but be enchanted by the man's childlike enthusiasm. He moved next to the bar and examined the cookies that were still on the tray. He and Brechal fell into a rapid discussion of what the cookies that were left tasted like and their overall textures. His excited tones and intense joy seem to spill over onto everyone around him. Here was a man who felt things deeply and shared those feelings with others.

Amused and contemplative, Genevieve watched the old man as he carefully selected a trio of cookies. Even Madrik got into the discussion, talking about his favorites. When the old man brushed the Clothier’s arm as he reached for his third selection, Genevieve’s mind began to whirl.

Sparks began to flow from the old man into the Clothier. She could feel her power rise, starting with a swirl around her body that felt like tender kisses of warm air. Slowly, magic built up from her feet, flooding her core and spilling out down her arms and into her hands. Doucet was very present, not only watching over her shoulder but also reaching his invisible hands to touch the swell of magic that she could feel building in her fingers.

The man's clothing was simply all wrong for him. Genevieve knew this in the deepest part of her soul. Her fingers itched again with a powerful urge to move them. Her spine resonated with the harmonics of pent-up action and she couldn’t stay still. At least this time, she knew the origin of the feeling and didn’t feel frightened of the creative urge.

Doucet said clearly over their bond, << He needs new clothes! It is a travesty to fashion that he is dressed in such a manner! Such a kind and generous man should not be faced with having to overcome such a horrible first impression. >>

The Clothier was seized by an overwhelming desire to sketch a new outfit for the stranger. Realizing that she had not brought her regular bag with her, Genevieve knew that her sketchpad and drawing materials were still back in her studio. The urge was so intense that she didn’t want to take a break and run to get them, so she turned to Madrik to ask him for something to draw on and with.

The BHB had anticipated her need. Sitting on the bar top was a beautiful, smooth-papered sketchbook with just the sort of specialty paper that she preferred. Arrayed in a fan next to it were pencils, charcoal, and colored pastels, all brand-new and just begging to be used.

“Thank you,” she said quietly as she picked up the sketchpad and her favorite brand of pencil that had appeared on the counter. A flare of light and the echo of cheerful music was the BHB’s response to her thanks. Sparing a split second to realize that there was more than one way to communicate, the Clothier was quickly sucked into her creative effort. Blindly, she settled onto a barstool that the thoughtful BHB had placed next to her.

Lost in the swirl of her magic and supported by a resonating bond with Doucet, Genevieve was in a blissful state. Lightning quick options floated through her mind to be eliminated or quickly drawn on the paper. She heard nothing of what was going on around her, so lost was she in her Muse. The act of creation called her, consumed her. Until that need was expressed, she knew that she would not be able to concentrate on anything else.

As the man continued to munch on the cookies, Genevieve sketched and listened to Madrik’s cross-examination of the old man with only partial attention. She trusted Doucet to capture anything that was important, and her companion’s flash of agreement let her abandon everything except her design thoughts.

Madrik was asking the man questions, the first a general query that sounded a bit like “Where are you headed?”

“Well now,” the old man mumbled through the last bite of cookie. Taking his time, he swallowed and wiped crumbs from his mouth with the back of his hand. Looking over at the bartender, he asked, “You wouldn't happen to have a tall glass of milk would you, Brechal?”

At the bartender’s nod of agreement, the old man leaned back with a sigh of contentment and patted his stomach. Dimly, Genevieve noticed how much more round that part of his body was, almost as if every cookie had added weight onto him immediately.

Brechal was right there in just a few seconds, holding out a full glass of milk which the old man took with glee. After drinking half a glass, the man turned his attention back to Madrik and Genevieve. “Please excuse me for my scattered and abrupt manner, I have a business meeting coming up, and I'm a bit nervous. I've never done something like this before.”

When Madrik didn’t come back immediately with another question, Doucet poked Genevieve to keep the conversation going. Putting her pencil down for just a moment, the Clothier asked teasingly, “Have cookies and milk in a bar?”

The man exploded in a jolly laugh that sounded slightly shaky. “Oh, thank you, dear Clothier. I needed a good laugh to settle my nerves. I meant I'd never attended a business meeting like this before.”

As he spoke, the old man’s beard bounced, drawing Genevieve’s attention to its straggly state. Unconsciously, the Clothier grabbed her sketchpad and pencil, quickly sketching his beard on a page. Next to it, she drew a much neater trimmed version of it. Doucet emphatically approved, sending a flash of warmth that was like a quick hug.

Genevieve liked the sound of the old man’s voice. It was warm and jovial, although at odds with his appearance. She wanted to keep him talking because her magic was responding in a dance of power around the tones and words that he uttered. This was something she had not felt before, and she wanted to experience it fully.

Still abstracted by the drive to create, Genevieve asked him a noncommittal question, just to keep him talking, “What kind of business meeting is it?”

The man sagged further into his comfortable chair and let out a weary sigh. Clearing his throat, he slowly said, “That’s just the thing that is making me nervous. You see there's this man who wants to draw pictures of me for something called an advertisement. When I delivered some items to him a few weeks ago, he asked me if I would do it. He seems to think it will spread good cheer which is the only reason I agreed.”

Seeing the old man lose his joy and suddenly become depressed and unsure, hurt Genevieve’s heart. It was like an ache in the center of her chest, a complex mixture of sympathy, empathy, and a desire to rescue. The Clothier was prodded to action by the intensity of her emotions and grabbed her sketchpad and drawing material, sliding off the barstool.

“Well, I say you came to the right place before your meeting. I'm going to make you a new outfit so he can sketch you in it.” Genevieve held her hand out to him commandingly, saying, “Come with me, please. We are going to go to my shop across the street and see what we can do for you quickly. By the time we are done, you will shine!”
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Chapter 5 – Makeover

The man, who introduced himself as Nicholas, walked with Genevieve to her studio. The short trip was mostly taken in silence with Genevieve lost in the swirl of her design magic and Nicholas deep in his gloomy thoughts.

When they walked into the shop, her assistants were involved in a lively game of Scrabble. Tiles magically floated onto the board at a rapid speed almost too fast to see. Only a swift click of the tiles as they settled onto the board attested to the cutthroat speed of the game.

Curiously, Genevieve looked to see what her guest’s reaction was to the unusual scene. For her, this was a familiar scenario because her sentient assistants were highly competitive. They loved challenging games of competition and Scrabble was their first choice. The Clothier had been amazed at the language mastery that an animated tape measure, pin cushion, scissors, and treadle sewing machine possessed. She also knew better than to play against them.

Unlike most guests when they first saw her coworkers, Nicholas did not stand there dumbfounded. Instead, he walked over to the cutting table and crouched down on one knee.

“I see you're playing with the extended dictionary.” He gently nudged Henri, the haughty tape measure, with the tip of his index finger. “Your ‘Qu’ and ‘Z’ will fit just at the end of that branch there,” the man said pointing toward the far corner on the board.

“Ah, oui, monsieur. Merci!” Henri said as the two tiles in question flew across the table and slammed onto the board in triumph. At the muttered comments from the other game players, the tape measure twisted toward Nicholas and raised one end of the tape, extending a high five to the old man. A wash of warmth flooded Genevieve as Nicholas returned the gesture carefully, saying, “Great! You four look like you would be dangerous to play against.”

Nicholas was looking at the Scrabble board as he made that comment, so he did not see the reaction of the four current players. Each of them reacted in their own way to the praise with Yoko rustling her flower petal extensions and Isaac slowly revving his motor. Henri tilted the top of his tape to one side and suggested, “Perhaps you would care to join us in a game.”

Yoko immediately added in, “I would be most pleased to have you join our games.”

“Thank you all! Perhaps after my winter busy season is over, I will have more time, and then I will definitely come and take you up on that.”

Genevieve laughed in delight at the interaction. She tilted her head quizzically and looked at Nicholas searchingly. “You're not like most humans,” she stated with a hint of question at the end.

The old man laughed and responded, “Each of us is unique. And the concept of most humans is flawed because any attempt to group people into predominant clusters is doomed to failure. The most you can do is identify them according to your own definition. That is simplistic enough that you can decide if someone is ‘good’ or ‘evil,’ or even ‘naughty’ or ‘nice.’”

The Clothier invited Nicholas to sit at a small table to the side of the studio where she frequently consulted with her clients. Once again, she pulled out her sketchpad and new pencils so that she could quickly jot down anything important that came up. Nicholas sat down, but he appeared to be very uncomfortable.

“What is wrong? I don’t want to force you into something that you don’t want to do. I just think that you would be better off with clothes that suit you better. And if you want to spread cheer, you need to have that persona. Otherwise, people will reject you simply because of the way you look.”

“I know. My father was always dressed so nicely, and everyone reacted to him in a friendly manner. That’s not what happens when I make a delivery. People sometimes even slam the door in my face!”

The old man looked so dejected that Genevieve was even more determined to give him a good makeover. Before she could utter anything encouraging, Gingher, her fabric shears, slid onto the small table at which she and Nicholas were sitting.

Ever so slowly, the shears inched closer to the man’s straggly gray beard. Even in Nicholas’ sadness, the old man was conscious of others. Summoning a smile from somewhere, he asked the shears, “Is the game over? Is there something that I can help you with?”

Gingher, who typically held back and let others carry on any conversation, asked hesitantly, “May I trim your beard? Please?”

To Nicholas' credit, the old man did not seem to be offended. Instead, he laughed and said, “I have a hammer or two in my shop that shares your desire, if not your initiative.”

Gingher repeated his question, “May I please trim your beard and hair?”

“Of course, my good fellow. If you really want to, I would most appreciate it.”

The fabric shears leaped off the table and spun in a graceful pirouette in the air. As it rotated around, each revolution saw a change in color and shape. Ranging from sturdy tin snips and hedge clippers to delicate embroidery scissors, the last revolution produced something that looked like traditional barber’s shears.

Slowly settling down onto the surface of the small table, Gingher paused a moment as if to allow the appreciative Clothier and Nicholas to admire him. Genevieve thought that he certainly was worth admiring with the highly polished sheen of high-quality metal and the delicate etching of the blue-black handles.

The newly transformed shears seem to gather themselves and then jumped into the air floating around Nicholas’s body, trimming his beard into a well-groomed shape. With each snap of the blades, the hairs left behind changed from an indeterminate gray to the white of snow on a brilliant sunny winter day.

That was not the only change during the cuts. Cutting off the ends appeared to significantly lower the weight of the straggly hairs. Without the mass dragging them down, Nicholas’ beard became a shaped riot of curly white hair.

“Oh, that feels wonderful,” the old man said.

Genevieve was extremely impressed. Adding her voice to Nicholas’, she exclaimed, “That is amazing work. Can you do the same trim job on his hair?”

Gingher did another pirouette in the air and set about trimming the rest of Nicholas’ hair. Once again, the indeterminate gray of his entire head of hair transformed to brilliant and luxuriant white. Well tamed curls gave it a bouncy, jolly look. Genevieve would’ve sworn that Gingher was whistling to himself as he worked, lost in his own creative efforts.

Finally, the grooming was complete. Satisfied, the shears settled down onto the table. Doucet whisked away all of the cut ends, keeping the floors and all the work surfaces clean. It’s one of the things on which he and the Clothier were entirely in agreement. There was no need for clutter making navigation difficult. Besides which, it was unsightly.

Genevieve realized she would not have recognized the man who sat in front of her as the same person that she had been frightened of when she first saw him in the bar. Instead of someone looking like a criminal waiting to jump out of an alley, the man in front of her, although still oddly dressed, looked respectable and like someone she really wanted to know.

His well-trimmed hair and beard, coupled with the color change, made a fantastic difference in his overall appearance. To her surprise, she realized that there was a springing well of excitement filling her stomach and bubbling up into her head that told her that it would be even more exciting when the entire transformation was done.
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Chapter 6 – Social Training

“Nicholas, you look amazing! The trim has done wonders for your overall appearance, but we are only getting started. This is going to be a complete makeover, one that has been sadly lacking!”

The old man was examining himself in a mirror that was positioned in one corner of the studio. Genevieve stifled a broad smile as she saw how amazed he was on the changes in his appearance. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off his reflection, going so far as to make small faces at himself to make sure that it was indeed him that he saw in the mirror.

Oblivious to Genevieve’s comments, Nicholas turned to Gingher and said, “I don’t know how to thank you enough. I didn’t realize what a big difference a haircut and beard trim would make! You’ve done a wonderful job. I almost don’t know that is me.”

The shears, now back to his normal appearance, clicked his blades slightly and rose up vertically to open the blades in a slight bow. The hint of a pink tinge to the color of the metal told the Clothier that her assistant was slightly embarrassed by the effusive thanks. Slipping back down onto the table surface, Gingher responded, saying, “Please, it was nothing. I was just doing my job. After all, scissors need to snip!”

Nicholas smiled, but would not be assuaged from feeling grateful. “Nonetheless, what you did was of a great benefit to me. I can go forward to my meeting far more confidently than I could before.”

Genevieve repeated her earlier statement for emphasis. This time she made sure that Nicholas’s attention was on her and he understood what she was saying, “This will be a complete makeover. The change in your grooming is only one part. The other two things that need to have attention paid to them are your social presentation and your clothing. All three of them go together to create the persona that people react to. If you want your interview to go well, you need to pay attention to all three.”

“Genevieve, you’re scaring me. I have no idea what social training is, and the idea of going shopping for clothes frightens me.”

“Whatever would make you think that you were going shopping for clothing? We will take care of all the garments that you need. There will be no shopping involved!”

A look of mild panic bloomed on Nicholas’ face. It only intensified when Genevieve began to laugh, and her assistants joined in. One moment of amusement, shared and fraught with the feeling of pent-up excitement, and then they were off. It was time for a makeover!

<< <> >>

Genevieve had a quick consultation with Henri and Yoko on the best way to introduce someone to the concept of social interaction. The others in the studio listened in but didn’t have anything that they chose to bring up. The initial plan was to have him role-play and practice posture, attitude and things he could say.

Henri said that when he was very young that he had to practice in front of a mirror to find the posture that would make him convincing. The tape measure laughed, saying, “You would not believe the strange shapes that I tried to pull myself into in order to look assertive. It took me hours of practice before I found that you should take a shape that was similar to that of your audience. Otherwise, they won’t listen to you.”

In a far gentler voice, Yoko said, “I was taught to let the motion of my petals supplement my verbal communication. The combination of posture and movement with spoken words reinforces ideas in people’s minds.”

Genevieve summed it up, saying, “So what we want him to do is to practice several key phrases while taking body postures that reinforce the impression he wants to make. We need him to practice so he will automatically do those things when he is talking in the business meeting. Is that correct?”

“Hai!” “Oui, Madame!”

<<<>>>

Nicholas was looking exhausted. Genevieve and her crew had been drilling him on being cheerful and presenting an open and approachable posture for over an hour. They had him practicing expressions and body alignment, teaching him about body language.

The concept was something new to the old man. He had never really thought about the language of the body, and because of their instruction, he now understood many of the reactions he had received from people over the years.

At one point, Genevieve saw a look of an unutterable sadness washing over the old man’s face. Raising her hand in a stop motion, she looked at him with sympathy and asked, “Remembering something that makes you sad?”

Nicholas nodded and explained, “Many years ago I tried to do something to help a child. I never knew why he was so frightened of me. What you are teaching me now has let me understand how my good intentions and generosity were rejected from fear. It hurts me to think how many people I frightened over the years.”

A thoughtful silence settled over the studio. After a moment, Isaac responded, surprising everyone by his sudden emergence from silence. In a low rumble, the ancient treadle machine said carefully, “I learned that many years ago. At that point, I was excited by my sudden ability to communicate, and I would rev up my gears and chatter at people. It overwhelmed them.”

Nicholas looked at the old machine and spoke to him as if he were another old man, “Long-held regrets are the worst, are they not?”

“Yes. Instead of bringing joy to the people that had helped me learn how to communicate, I frightened them. My presentation made them think that I was possessed and that they had brought a demon into existence. I was very lucky that they did not break me down into parts and destroy me.”

Nicholas laid both hands on the treadle machine’s castle and bowed his head in commiseration. The other occupants of the studio kept a respectful silence. It was interrupted by the sound of steps on the threshold of the shop and incredible aromas that heralded the entry of more cookies.

“Cookies!” burst from a multitude of throats.

The enthusiastic greeting startled the woman entering the studio with an outsized tray in her hands. Bustling over to help her with the platter, Nicholas smiled cheerfully and said, “The aroma announces you, my dear. I, for one, am thrilled that you have chosen to bestow on us additional products of your art.”

In a muttering aside, Henri said to Genevieve, “I think the socialization lessons have worked, Madame! He is automatically falling into not only the words but the body postures. Look at how she’s reacting.”

The Clothier glanced over and saw that the bearer of the tray was a woman slightly shorter than she was. Coming into the studio, her downcast eyes and trembling hands had telegraphed her shyness and fear. At Nicholas’ greeting, she had looked up and seen his friendly face and well-groomed features. Seeing nothing to fear, she had relaxed and shyly smiled back.

The difference in the woman’s reaction had been picked up by the old man. A brief look of astonishment had been replaced by an enthusiastic appreciation that only intensified the warmth of his greeting.

Flourishing under his warm regard, the woman smiled back shyly and said, “Star Child Grace told me that I needed to deliver these. She said that you liked my other cookies and that you would need more to keep up your strength as you practiced for a meeting.”

Straightening up and looking even more confident, Nicholas said, “Star Child is a very smart woman. My father worked with her for many years and would often tell my mother and me that she always seemed to know what was needed before it happened.”

Courteously taking the tray from the woman, Nicholas placed it on the studio table. Even though Genevieve could tell that he desperately wanted to dive into the cookies, the old man turned back to the shy woman and thanked her again.

Slightly overwhelmed by his compliments, the woman removed the cover, and an amazing tray of cookies was revealed. The previous platter had displayed delectable ones that were attractively finished, but these were even more incredible. Each cookie was a work of art. Icing decorated with little animals of spun sugar, layered macaroons that seemed to sparkle with light, they tempted both the eye and sense of smell.

Genevieve and Nicholas were enthralled. Drawn closer by the attraction of the intriguing smells and the unbelievable craftsmanship that went into the cookies, they almost bumped heads over the platter. Pulling back in just the last second, they both looked up in unison and smiled at each other before returning to peruse the objects of their culinary lust.
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Chapter 7 – Measure of the Man

“Madame, might I suggest that we get the measurements portion of our process out of the way before the two of you get lost in the cookie selection?” Henri’s voice was the perfect tone for a valued subordinate to suggest something that his boss had forgotten. Genevieve smiled in appreciation and felt Doucet chuckling across the companion bond.

“Thank you, Henri. You’re right this is a good time to get measurements. I’m sure that Nicholas and I can hold off a short while, which is all it will take to obtain his measurements and prepare the area for our design and construction phases.”

Turning to Nicholas, Genevieve explained, saying, “Our process is well tested and thorough. It is very similar to the basic steps that I used in a previous job for many years. Would you like a quick overview, or should we just begin?”

The old man had been looking increasingly nervous, but something the Clothier said reassured him. Sighing a little bit, Nicholas said gratefully, “If it isn’t too much trouble, I would really like to know what the whole process entails. I find that I’m nervous, which surprises me.”

Genevieve laughed, pleased with his response. She started to take him on a tour of the facility, one that she thought should have been done before. As the woman walked around, she was conscious of her pride in the studio and terribly grateful that she had cleaned and straightened before taking off for the BHB.

As she walked, she talked, “We will begin by having you go into the measuring rooms in the back. Henri will accompany you and will be the person who measures you. As he does, he will call out the numbers, and they will be captured on our atelier forms. We try to be conscious of people’s dignity, but the necessity of accurate measurements cannot be overstressed.”

Yoko chimed in, saying, “If the measurements are not correct, all the work that we put into creating perfect garments for you will be for naught.”

Nicholas nodded his head in agreement but didn’t say anything. He and the Clothier continued to walk around the room as she pointed to the area where they would be doing some additional design work, converting sketches into more complete drawings. Genevieve said, “Even though I no longer need the sketches to manually create the patterns, I still find comfort in having a record of what the concept was for the garments that I’m designing and that we are producing.”

Chuckling sounds erupted out of Nicholas, and the old man turned and beamed at her. His expression was approving. She felt a warm glow at his acceptance of what she had said, as well as gratitude for the lack of ridicule. He remarked, “I know exactly what you mean. Most of the time, I don’t need a roadmap to get to the places I need to deliver something. I used to, many years ago, but now the pathways are ingrained in my memory. However, I always draw them out anyway. There is some comfort in having a tangible record of something you’re going to do. Especially when it becomes a historical item that says what you have done.”

Stopping by one of the floor-to-ceiling shelving cabinets, the Clothier waved her hand to encompass the supplies in her studio. Nicholas could hear the fondness in her voice, mixed with pride, as the woman said, “Sometimes we can just pull fabrics and trims that we already have. Other times they need to be fetched. But having so many of them here where we can all see the possibilities helps to spark our creativity even more.”

Genevieve continued, saying, “Once the design is set and fixed in my mind, we pull fabrics. If we have the right material, we go on to the next step. Otherwise, it is summoned, and then we go to construction.”

Isaac rumbled from over in the corner, “That is the fun part. Sometimes Madame will construct something entirely with magic, other times magic and physical work are mixed. Either way, the creation is a joyful event, something that we all love.”

Finishing up the tour of the large, airy studio, Genevieve smiled once more at Nicholas, and said, “Of course, when the garments are completed then you will try them on. So beginning to end there are very few steps. We’ve learned how to move through the process quickly. Do you have any questions for me?”

Nicholas shook his head no, before adding, “I may later on, but for right now I’m ready to get started.”

Genevieve laughed, and said, “I’m going to have you go into the rooms in the back and Henri will take care of measuring you. As he does, we will capture the measurements on our forms. The first time through this, it may be startling, but pretty soon you’ll be an old pro.”

Nicholas’ laugh floated back over his shoulder as he followed Henri to the back measuring area. His voice grew fainter as he walked, but Genevieve could clearly hear, “I am sure it will be a learning experience!”

<< <> >>

For a short time, less than 15 minutes, Henri called out measurements for the Clothier. Well practiced at this point with the tools available in her studio, Genevieve kept a supervising eye on the sheet of tough film that slid up from her cutting table. As rapidly as the tape measure called out the numbers, they were recorded on the permanent record, underneath Nicholas’ name and the strange series of numbers that she still didn’t understand.

Smiling in satisfaction, the Clothier watched as the detailed measurements appeared in neat columns without her having to write a thing. Her delight with this efficient method of collecting measurements was evident in her expression and posture. Keeping her attention focused on the sheet, the woman’s smile reflected her anticipation of some upcoming event.

When the first “Eeeep!” emerged from the fitting room, Genevieve threw her head back and laughed. It never failed to happen, irrespective of the client. It had become so predictable that she and her crew would estimate when the first sound would emerge.

<< <> >>

Nicholas emerged from the fitting rooms looking only a little shaky. Genevieve was pleased to see that he was carrying Henri companionably wrapped around his wrist. Some of her clients didn’t respond well to the idea of a sentient tape measure, especially one that talked. Many of the rough and tough mercenaries that had come in for their armor fitting had all but crawled out of the back room after their measuring session. From that point on, they wouldn’t even look at Henri.

The Clothier had been first amused and then had become offended on behalf of her loyal assistant. He was just doing his job and didn’t deserve to be ostracized for doing it well and thoroughly. Madrik, the Anchor of the BHB, had tried to tell her that everyone had experiences with which they didn’t cope well. That hadn’t convinced her at all.

Feeling a dangerous rise in her anger, the Clothier had looked straight at Madrik’s face and said flatly, “I will not tolerate abuse of anyone around me. I suffered too many years of it myself.”

The shock on his face told Genevieve that she had misunderstood what he was trying to say. Unsure of how to go on, she had just stared at him in return. Luckily, Vincent, the assistant bouncer, had chosen to stop by their table in the taproom at just that moment. Easing his body into a chair, he began to translate for the two of them. 

Gently, he said, “Genevieve, Madrik was not suggesting that you tolerate abuse. What he was trying to tell you is that those mercenaries were ashamed. They make their living by being strong and courageous. The fact that your tape measure was capable of almost sending them fleeing in terror is more than they can assimilate at one point in time.”

Vincent showed the trauma of his life in every movement he made and the scars on his face. She knew that he understood how someone who had been abused would react.

Genevieve had immediately felt embarrassed herself. How could she have so badly misunderstood Madrik. When she tried to explain to both of them, her explanation came out all garbled, and she ended up crying. Which of course upset both of them.

Finally, over a restorative glass of wine, they got it all sorted out. From that point on, Genevieve tried to not laugh too obviously when the mercenaries were frightened of Henri. There was no need to shame them either.

Yanking her wandering mind back to the process, Genevieve said to Nicholas, “I hope you’ve worked up an appetite. I’ve been out here smelling these cookies the whole time you guys have been lazing around in the back. You have been torturing me, and I really want to try out some of these cookies.”

Nicholas brightened immediately saying, “I can’t believe I forgot about the cookies!”
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Chapter 8 – New Choices

Genevieve chose a cookie that looked like a coconut nest with a flying chocolate bird that was just settling on it. Staring at it for a moment, she felt Doucet peering over her shoulder and heard his delighted voice say, << I almost expected the bird to start singing. I wish I could taste it because it is so perfect looking. My curiosity is close to killing me, because I want to know if the taste is as impressive as the visual presentation. >>

<< I never thought about that, Doucet. If you can look through my eyes, why can’t you share the sensation of taste? >>

The Clothier felt a stab of surprise at her question from Doucet, followed by the impression of inward contemplation. Slowly, he responded, << I never thought to try that. >>

<< Well, try tasting this! >>

Genevieve slowly crunched through the cookie, and her mouth exploded with textures and flavors. The exterior crunch of the toasted coconut and the creamy interior of the nest was a perfect base for the chocolate bird and its intriguing mixtures of flavors and textures. The body of the bird had a hazelnut enveloped by a creamy filling, while the wings contained a bright raspberry jam. The tempered chocolate that formed the external shape of the bird was the perfect unifying taste.

Even as the Clothier was lost in the overwhelmingly rich experience of the cookie, she could feel Doucet’s joy and pleasure resonating along their bond. The two of them hung in a moment of time where their shared experience created harmony between them, strengthening and building depth of their friendship.

Finally, the Clothier came back to the moment to realize that conversation had been swirling around her while she was occupied. Nicholas and the Baker had been talking as he sampled cookies. His obvious admiration for her skills was drawing her out, and his courteous manner encouraged her to confide.

“I’m baking in the building that’s here, even though it seems to be abandoned. It’s too bad because it feels empty and somehow sad. When Star Child Grace came by to tell me that you needed more cookies, I asked her why the building was so sad. She told me that it is half alive and that it needs an Anchor to wake up the rest of the way.”

“Yes, I knew that each of the buildings needs to have an Anchor, but all of them draw start-up energy from the main building which is the BHB. When he has enough to initiate another building bond, the selected building searches for their Anchor.”

“Perhaps I am helping it by baking in it. It deserves to be not alone. It is not fun to be by oneself for a long time.” The woman’s voice dropped with remembered pain and the echoes of extended isolation reverberated in the room.

Nicholas put a comforting hand on her forearm gently. He said, “I know.”

Startled, the Baker raised her head and looked him in the face, and for one timeless moment, they stared at each other. A wealth of conversation seemed to sizzle back and forth between the two of them before they both looked away simultaneously.

Genevieve broke the suddenly awkward silence by telling the Baker that Najeer desperately wanted to meet her. The woman flushed slightly but smiled as the Clothier said, “He told everyone in the BHB that there was no way that he could bake as well as you do. Madrik was quite impressed at that admission because Najeer is a wizard in the kitchen!”

“I would be pleased to meet him, but there is so much more I have to learn about baking.”

The Baker suddenly covered her mouth with her hand and said, “Oh, no! I’m very sorry to run, but I have something in the oven that should be coming out very soon. It was lovely, oh so lovely to talk to you and I’m sure we will talk again soon. Goodbye!”

Turning, the woman took off at a fast run, disappearing so quickly that the Clothier and Nicholas were left looking after her in astonishment. Turning back to the old man, Genevieve was surprised to see that his belly was noticeably larger again. << There must be some sort of magic that makes him put on the weight so fast when he eats the cookies, >> said Doucet.

Genevieve agreed and quietly suggested to Henri that he might want to recheck the waist measurements for Nicholas. The old man was quite agreeable as soon as he found out that they could measure him out in the workroom and he didn’t have to return to that scary room in the back.

Nicholas stood up and held his arms out to his side so Henri could slip around his waist. Henri started to check the measurement but found that somehow in less than a half-hour Nicholas’ middle had expanded to the point that the tape measure’s normal length couldn’t encircle it.

Huffing and puffing, Henri tried to stretch and span the gap. That didn’t work. Sighing a dramatic exhalation of air, Henri said, “Please give me just a moment. I haven’t had to do this more than once, and I need to remember how.”

His voice had been quite dramatic when he asked for space to do what was needed, they all quieted and watched intently as Henri stretched his length out on the worktable. There was a dim shimmer of purple light that slid up and down his length multiple times. Each repetition his size increased until by the time he stopped, obviously exhausted, he had gained half again his original span.

Picking her assistant up in both hands, Genevieve was concerned. “Are you all right? Tell me if there’s something you need.”

“I am just a little tired, Madame. This is something that I don’t do every day.”

The Clothier was only semi-convinced as to his well-being. Watching him carefully, she saw his shakiness disappear as he remeasured Nicholas’ waist.

His new length was more than enough to get the job done. Genevieve was convinced that Henri sounded more assured as if the extra span had increased his confidence as well as his dimension.

The film with Nicholas’ measurements once again appeared on the top surface of her worktable and was amended to the correct metric. Doucet told her, <<I put that change in a long time ago after I lost someone’s chart and accidentally made them a garment based on their pregnancy measurements!>> The Clothier was amused but needed to reassure Nicholas.

Nicholas looked a bit shamefaced. “I didn’t mean to eat that many cookies,” he began. “It’s just that they taste and smell so good!”

Genevieve looked around at her assistants before responding to the old man saying, “Nicholas, we don’t mind. All of us want the best for you, and if cookies are the way that you find joy, then we will help find you cookies.”

Henri added, “Do not worry, my friend. It does me no harm to grow, and I probably should have done some alteration before. You just gave me an incentive.”

With a broad grin that indicated he’d been waiting for such an opening, Nicholas said, “So what you’re telling me is that I gave you an excuse to be a grownup?”

The groans in the room were unanimous.

Nicholas said cheerfully, “I can already see that people are reacting to me differently after my hair and beard got cleaned up. The way that they feel when I talk to them is different!”

With a low reverberation from his gears, Isaac said, “It’s because you look more approachable now. You look like a generally happy, jolly sort of fellow instead of someone who is scary. I know that I have to be careful on how fast I move my gears because if I move them too quickly, people think I’m broken, or they get frightened of the loud sounds that I make.”

Nicholas nodded his head, and said, “What you’re telling me is the more I get myself into a happy frame of mood, the better my reception is going to be by people who don’t know me.”

“Yes, I believe that’s true. So perhaps we should have you practice feeling joyful and jolly.”

Yoko chimed in at that point, suggesting, “A mantra of some form would be good, but not the humming kind. You need something that’s going to let your whole body express your joy.”

The old Singer machine suggested, “How about if we have you practice a belly laugh. It comes from the core of your body and whenever I hear one it makes me feel happy and joyful. That way you can share your emotion with the people around you.”

Nicholas looked a little unsure, but he was willing to try. The entire group in the Clothier’s studio got involved with various suggestions for phrases and posture. They went back and forth with Nicholas trying out each one to see how effective it was. Finally, they selected a combination of one of Genevieve’s choices of posture and Isaac’s idea for the phrase.

Standing upright, slightly leaned back with his hands on the belt circling his waist, Nicholas ventured, “Ho, ho, ho.”

“With more feeling!” “Put some air into it.”

Nicholas tried one more time, “Ho, ho, ho.”

“Better, but it needs to be louder!”

Frustrated, Yoko had Genevieve pin the leaves of the pincushion to Nicholas’ belt. Staring down at the elegant piece of sewing art, the old man asked, “Why do you want to be there?”

“You will see. Just try your phrase again, please,” the soft voice of Yoko said.

“Ho, ho… OW!”

In stunned disbelief, Nicholas stared down at Yoko and said, “You stabbed me!”

“Hai, you need immediate feedback to correct improper behavior. Try again, please.”

It took Nicholas multiple tries before he got to the point that he could execute his mantra without shedding blood. With Yoko pinned to his belt, he knew immediately if his laugh wasn’t loud or full-body enough. With her assistance, he quickly improved.

“HO, HO, HO!” he belted out.

The room erupted in cheers as everyone signaled enthusiastic approval. Even Genevieve found herself clapping until her hands hurt. A harsh mistress, Yoko insisted he practice it again and again. To motivate him, she allowed him to eat a cookie after each perfect belly laugh.

Henri said quietly to Genevieve, “Motivation is a key to altered behavior.”

The Clothier who was fascinated by the whole process nodded her head in agreement. Struck by a thought, she said, “Nicholas likes his cookies with milk. I had better go pick some up at the BHB, or he’s going to dry out.”

“Non, madame! I insist that you allow me to run an errand for you.”

With Doucet’s assistance, Henri looped his tape measure over the tea cart and rolled through the door and down the walkway toward the BHB. Genevieve was not too sure what to make of all of it, but since she was learning new things about this world every day, she just decided to accept this new facet that had been revealed.

<< <> >>

A short while later, Henri returned with the tea cart. Nestled along the top in an encompassing tray packed with a small amount of ice, were four glasses of milk. Courteously, the tape measure handed one of the glasses to Genevieve first, followed by one for Nicholas.

“I am supposed to tell the two of you that Najeer will be along shortly with another drink. He and Brechal are busy doing some sort of specialty drink for you, to celebrate the occasion of your meeting.”

Cheered inordinately by the refreshing milk, Nicholas enthusiastically practiced more of his belly laughs. They came more easily as he practiced and sounded more natural. Genevieve noticed that he looked happier, with his smiles and expressions extending into the twinkle of his eyes.

It had been more than ten minutes before Najeer arrived, bringing glasses and a pitcher of thick creamy golden liquid. Smells of nutmeg and cinnamon perfumed the air around the fluid. The Cook smiled broadly as he poured each of them a glass, raising his own glass of water to join them in a salute.

Genevieve asked, “What is in it? It looks a bit like a drink I had once at a party. I think it was called “eggnog,” or something like that.”

The Cook answered, “It is based on eggnog, but we have added a little bit of the specialty liquor from the Dirty Bucket Brewery. Brechal says that is quite tasty.”

Both Genevieve and Nicholas sampled the drink and enthusiastically agreed. The Clothier waxed quite eloquently on the subject, while Nicholas made sure to keep both of their glasses filled.

Looking over at Nicholas, Henri whispered to the others, “Notice how Nicholas now has cheeks that looked like red apples and a nose that is definitely pinkish red?”

Yoko added, “I believe that is the first time I’ve heard Madame Genevieve giggle.”

“It would seem that the addition of a small amount of Madhoney Brandy is a roaring success.”
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Chapter 9 – Makeover

Genevieve’s magic was surging through her body and into her hands like waves beating on a shore. The Clothier had tried to remain patient while Nicholas had gotten his hair trimmed and during the entire practice session as he learned how to be jolly. She didn’t think that she could hold back much longer.

The lure of creation was too great, and the Clothier found herself with her sketchbook in her hand and a pencil gliding over the paper. Shapes were growing from the strokes of the pencil and Genevieve could see the soft blue light that trickled behind them. As she drew, the form of the garments that fit the man in front of her almost seemed to spring to life.

Leaning back, she stared at the paper and let her mind expand. Like a loosened pack of hounds, her thoughts whirled in and out, up and down. Fabric. She needed fabric.

Smoothly, supportingly, her thoughts were joined by another’s. It was Doucet. With no words exchanged between the two of them, their creative magics joined in an explosion of energy. His structure, her form, it all combined into a summoning. It was a powerful call across time and dimension for the perfect fabrics to make the garments live.

Once again, the Clothier experienced that huge tornado of energy that seemed to generate a massive wind that only she could feel. Her papers, loose threads, and other small things were not bothered, but the woman herself felt bathed in a river of high-velocity air.

First, it swirled around her and then disappeared into unimaginable distances. There was time for her to draw two labored breaths and once more the wind returned. Only this time, it was slower and burdened.

Piling high on one end of her worktable was a delectable pallet of fabrics. Deep saturated colors and strong patterns fought for space with nubby weaves and pile fabric. Genevieve’s hands itched, and she ran her fingers and palms over each one of those scrumptious, luxurious bolts of cloth.

A sound from beside her drew her attention, and she saw Nicholas staring wide-eyed at the magical appearance of a thousand yards of textile. Genevieve smiled at his reaction, and said, “For a man who carries bags and a casket bigger on the inside than the outside, you are not comfortable with magic use, are you?”

“Not like this! Is this all for me?”

Laughing out loud, with a wild and free note in her voice, the Clothier raised her hands above the fabrics and let the magic within her swirl out to penetrate the very structure of each of the textiles. Her voice steady and bright, she said, “I don’t know yet. We will have to make our choices, but all of these are candidates.”

Awed, Nicholas said, “They all look too grand, too fancy. After all, I’m only a delivery person. These fabrics belong on someone who is very important.”

Genevieve was annoyed, snapping her words out like bullets from an organic gun, “You are important! Every individual is important. And if this man does create an advertisement using your figure, you will be a symbol, something that stands for cheerful nature and joy.”

Henri continued the thought, saying, “You must, absolutely must, believe in yourself if you truly want to be an ambassador of cheer. How you feel about your place in the world and who you are is picked up immediately by others. So, when you agreed to speak with this man, you signaled your willingness to be important.”

Nicholas looked a little dumbfounded, but he reluctantly nodded his head. As Genevieve turned over the bolts of fabric, running lingering hands down each and every one of the textiles, she could see him out of the corner of her eyes sometimes wince.

In some ways, the Clothier was feeling playful, and the fabrics that he shied away from she perversely looked more closely at. Doucet sent an image into her brain that had her laughing in a moment. The picture of a cat with her face playing with a white-headed and bearded mouse was almost more than she could handle.

Drawn by a strong instinct, Genevieve pulled a deep, true red fabric from the pile. This one felt right to her hands and resonated with the harmonics of the music that surged through her blood. The woman heard an involuntary yelp of protest from Nicholas, but she ignored it. His protests fell unnoticed under the wild celebration of her magic as the perfect textile was chosen.

Glancing back down at the sketch of her design, the Clothier moved immediately to a bolt of thick tanned leather. Here was the perfect material for the wide belt that was needed. It would also work for the sturdy boots that would protect his feet and shins. Then onto the furry white trim that was necessary to accent the glowing red.

By now, Nicholas had learned not to try to slow her down. He recognized the creative urge that drew her to the fabrics, and his magic spoke to hers as she left lines of blue light through each of the bolts.

Feeling a bit uncomfortable, the Clothier paused in indecision. Something was missing, but what? << He needs a hat. The same color scheme as the suit, but slightly different lines, >> added Doucet.

“Yes! That was what was missing!”

Leaning over her sketchbook one more time, Genevieve sketched in a hat. A much-improved version of the conical hat Nicholas had worn into the BHB, it was soft and in a vaguely triangular shape with trim on its open edge and a closed point. Now she was ready to create.

Moving back into the center of the room, the Clothier closed her eyes and raised her hands in the air, extending them away from her body. She felt her magic surge through her core drawing energy from the building to explode out toward her pile of selected fabrics.

There was a loud roar as the wind swirled through the studio. This time the gale was felt by all, and it playfully nipped fingers and toes, noses and other parts of the bodies of all that were inside the studio.

For just a moment, the wind ran freely around the room and then it seemed to funnel into a cloud over the fabrics, hovering there for a long minute. Genevieve could feel and see the energy that was gathering inside her cone of magic.

It was beautiful in its power, intriguing in potential. Then, just when Genevieve thought she couldn’t hold the force back any longer, the young widow opened her hands and let the magic blast away from her. Explosions of light, sound, and feeling answered her.

There was a shout of triumph from one of the mannequins and Genevieve felt drained. Slowly, she opened her eyes, knowing what she would see. A smile immediately grew on her face because she was looking at her vision become reality. A completed suit of red fabric trimmed in wide strips of white with a thick belt and sturdy boots. That is what her idea had been, that’s what her magic had produced.

“Incredible!” The word was mumbled by Nicholas as he moved shakily to stand in front of the mannequin and touch the suit with trembling hands. “This is really for me?” he asked.

“Yes, this is your costume for your role as a symbol.”

The Clothier and her client, Nicholas, spent a few minutes just examining his new garments. Genevieve saw exactly what she had thought to see, the match between the design in her eyes and the plan in her head were identical. She was pleased and content. Nicholas now had his interview clothes.

Stretching till her back crackled and popped from tension released, Genevieve smiled slightly at Nicholas, “This is good for a role, the symbol of jolly cheerfulness, but we have other garments that you need.”

Nicholas’ eyes grew huge, and he looked the tiniest bit scared. Stuttering, he asked, “What do you mean? What more would I want?

“What sort of life do you live when you’re not delivering goods? What other areas of interest do you have?”

The old man seemed to freeze for second and then said, “Well, pretty much all winter is when I deliver. When I’m not dealing with snow and ice, it’s usually spring to fall. Then I like to travel. I love to go to the tropical islands, go sightseeing, do a little bit of sunbathing, perhaps even tourism, and architecture. Good food, good company, interesting things to see and do.”

Genevieve immediately started making a list. As she wrote things down, she talked, “Definitely need cotton print shirts, perhaps some of those short pants, also the funny little slippers that you use for the beach.”

“Madame, he will need a tuxedo. Every important man needs a custom-fit tuxedo,” contributed Yoko.

The Clothier nodded in agreement and added it to her list. The others in the room contributed various items including several smoking jackets, a fishing vest, and hip boots. Nicholas was overwhelmed and just kept silent. He couldn’t believe they were doing all of this for him.

Finally, he spoke, “Are you going to make all of that right now?”

Genevieve answered, “No. We will have all of this ready for you when you come back from your meeting. I know that you probably have to leave soon and I don’t want to slow you down.”

Nicholas agreed, saying, “I do need to leave soon. Even with time tripping, it would be hard to judge the time displacement exactly.”

“Time tripping? That sounds dangerous.”

“It can be, but when you have as many deliveries as I have to make in a short period of time, you learn how to accomplish what other people think is impossible. With the BHB being so conveniently located, it is easy to slip into this universe and reenter at a different geographical place and point in time.”

“You must have a lot of experience with that if it doesn’t frighten you.”

“It ceased to scare me years ago when I first began to build up my business. Right now I am a specialty delivery service that manages to cram more deliveries into blocks of time than anyone else can possibly do.”

“That is amazing,” said the Clothier.

Nicholas indicated the contents of the studio with one hand while smiling at Genevieve, saying, “No, that’s just business. What you did here was amazing. It was magical, and it was sheer artistry. Thank you!”
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Chapter 10 – Gifts from Nicholas

It had been a busy couple of days for Genevieve and her crew. Additional mercenaries had come in for their uniforms and Wynn had wanted to talk about a new type of curtain for the BHB. The Clothier had wondered how well Nicholas’ meeting had gone, and she hoped that he would let them know.

All of his clothing was ready to be picked up. They had packed it into easy to carry bundles tied with fancy little bows to give them a festive look. All they were waiting for was Nicholas’ arrival.

The only warning that they had was one that brought a smile to Genevieve’s face and pleased sounds from all of her assistants.

“HO, HO, HO!”

Bustling through the door with the brisk energy of a cool winter breeze, Nicholas was transformed. The man looked happy and jolly. He still seemed to have the reddened cheeks and nose that he had gained from Najeer’s eggnog, and that energized expression and cheerful smile let everyone felt his warmth and enjoyment.

The old man was carrying a bag over one shoulder, and he laid it down on top of the studio worktable and grabbed the Clothier by the elbows. Spinning around as she made sounds of protest, he caroled, “It went wonderfully! It was a major success! Everyone loves the costume, everybody seemed to love me.”

Genevieve responded, punctuating her question with a smile, “Why would they not love you. You’re a very friendly man.”

“Before all of the work you and your crew put in on me, they would not have loved me. Some of them would’ve been scared of me, and the others would’ve been dismissive. I didn’t realize before how much of a difference it makes when you present yourself well and where you’re dressed for how you expect people to treat you.”

“People think that fashion is frivolous, unimportant, and pointless. Sometimes no matter how much you talk to them they never see past the point that fashion is a way of drawing people together and also defining one’s place in any society.”

“It certainly helped with my interview and the artist couldn’t have been happier!”

Henri and the others crowded around Nicholas, ask him excited questions about the meeting and listening, enthralled, as he gave them practically a blow-by-blow. Genevieve was awash with feelings of satisfaction and the warm glow that comes from executing one’s skills well. Doucet was watching over her shoulder once again, and she could feel his excitement and joy also.

Nicholas exclaimed, “What is wrong with my brain? I know who’s responsible for my turn around and I thought after the great gift you had given me, that you deserve to get gifts back.” The old man grabbed the bag sitting on the worktable and reached into it, beginning to pull more and more items out.

The first thing that came out was an intricately embroidered thick wool felt blanket. Turning to Isaac, Nicholas told the old Singer treadle machine, “This gift is for you. I hoped it would enhance your already beautiful cover and that its thick, soft weight might keep your gears from stiffening up from cooler oil.”

Isaac was so surprised that the usually smooth growl of his gears seemed to stutter, “Thank you, my friend. It is a wonderful gift and not one I would’ve ever expected.”

Turning next to Yoko, Nicholas opened a small light blue box and pulled a piece of silk carefully onto the table. Unwrapping the little bundle, he laid five exquisite jeweled butterfly-headed pins in front of her.

Genevieve heard the pincushion catch her breath in wonder as Nicholas said, “And for you, my charming little tutor with the rapier wit, I found these small items that were made by a young jeweler by the name of Charlie T. He and his good friend John opened a store that is quickly developing a reputation for exquisite items. Not as exquisite as you are, but I thought that you might like the decoration.”

Yoko caught her breath once more in an odd little hiccup that sounded almost like a sob. Concerned, Nicholas said, “If you don’t like them, I won’t be offended. So please don’t be upset.”

The small pincushion answered him back, saying, “It is not that. They are beautiful, and I love them. It is just that these are the first gifts I have ever been given.”

Genevieve had come close to examine the gorgeous pins with the jeweled heads and felt her heart ache for a moment at the idea that this was the first gift that Yoko had received. She wondered how many of the others could also make that claim.

Right then and there, she vowed that she would be different in her expression of appreciation. Everyone needed to be acknowledged, and she remembered the way she had felt working in someone else’s shop and never being given credit.

Drawn from her contemplation by Nicholas’ return to the never empty bag, Genevieve watched with bated breath as the next thing that appeared from the sack was… A basket.

For a moment, the Clothier froze, wondering if this was the gift or the package. That question was answered by a cry of joy from Henri. “Please, oh please, is that one for me? It is so Parisian, so French it makes me homesick.”

Nicholas laughed, saying, “Yes, indeed, my friend. It is for you. It is the iconic shape of a French basket, deep enough to hold things in their proper position, yet possessing the ability to be closed in the middle top, keeping its contents safe.”

Henri had already slithered over to the basket and was busy exploring it. His voice was muffled as it echoed up from the base of the basket, “It’s lined! It’s even lined with French patterns. Oooh, in the bottom is layered lace. Merci! A thousand thanks!”

The image of the tape measure with his head down into the bottom and his backend flipped up on the top of the basket tickled Genevieve’s sense of humor. Covering her mouth with her hand, the Clothier attempted not to laugh out loud. She didn’t want to hurt Henri’s feelings, but he just looked so funny!

Once again, Nicholas reached into his bag of gifts. This time, it was a box wrapped in fabric and laced with a ribbon tied in an elaborate braid. Pausing for a moment, Nicholas drew a deep breath before he turned to Gingher.

Holding out the package to the fabric shears, Nicholas said with a slightly wavering tone, “Thank you, my friend. Not only did you surmount your own shyness to offer your services, but you were kind enough not to ridicule me for having let myself go. Your magic pulled the dullness and despair from not only my hair but my soul and has let me shine.”

The shears rose in the air and twirled around in front of Nicholas. Swooping toward the old man, the handle of the shears softly slid down his cheek in a gentle caress. Genevieve felt tears come to her eyes and only force of will kept them from sliding down her cheeks. This moment was too precious to stained with tears.

The serious and tender moment lasted only a short time before the excited fabric shears zoomed through the air like a raptor on a kill dive to effortlessly slice through the ribbon and fabric. With a little help from his friends, Gingher soon had his package unwrapped. Everyone froze in surprise.

The gift was a consummate work of art. Heavily jeweled, it looked like a cross between an expensive jewelry case and a sword sheath. Gingher was speechless. He slid his tips in and out of the sheath spinning around in sheer joy.

Both Nicholas and Genevieve had soft smiles on their face as they watched the shears playing. In a quiet tone, the old man said to the Clothier, “It was made by a very young student jeweler by the name of Gustav. He’s actually Russian but is learning the craft from his uncle, a Frenchman. I thought it was a perfect gift and it’s very unusual. Very few people make jeweled items like this. Most of the fancy jewelers make either personal adornment or decorative items like boxes or eggs.”

Genevieve answered him, equally quietly, “You know it’s perfect, don’t you? It doesn’t matter if that young man ever does another piece, becomes famous or not. This is something selected specifically for Gingher. The fact that you picked something so appropriate makes him feel special, and that is one of the biggest gifts you can give someone.”

“Thank you for the compliment. It’s amazing how much your life can turn around when you find the right shape for it.”

The Clothier and Nicholas stood in companionable silence for a few minutes as each of the assistants admired their own gifts and those of their friends. Their joy in their own items was no greater than the emotion they displayed in their enthusiastic compliments for each other’s new possessions.
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Chapter 11 – Humor and Gratitude

Nicholas leaned over and pulled another package from his bottomless bag. This one was wrapped in plain paper and secured with twine. With a strange smile on his face, the old man handed it to Genevieve, saying, “I will leave this one in your care. Feel free to give it to her whenever you think appropriate.”

The woman held the package and stared at the old man briefly, trying to understand why he wore such a strange smile. Looking down at the package, she realized the source of that expression. Written clearly on the outside of the box were the words, “Do Not Open Until” and a series of stick figures. Above it to the left of those instructions was the name of the recipient, Star Child Grace.

Genevieve uttered a short laugh, and said to Nicholas smilingly, “You know that this will drive her mad with curiosity, don’t you?”

“I am counting on it!”

The Clothier carefully placed the package in an open area on the shelf against the side of the room. She thought to herself, It will be very interesting seeing how Star Child Grace reacts to both package and the note to wait. I wonder what language that is at the end of the sentence. Something about it says that it’s ancient.

Nicholas cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention toward him. When he saw that he had the audience that he wanted, he turned toward Genevieve and said, “I wanted you to know that I can feel the difference in how people respond to me. Before, when I walked by people, I got waves of fear and distrust. Now, people are pleased or happy. I know part of it is how I look, but the rest of people’s reaction comes on how I present myself.”

Genevieve could feel her cheeks heating up in embarrassment. “I am very pleased that it has made that big of a difference. I know we helped, but it wouldn’t have worked without your commitment and efforts.”

Nicholas smiled happily at her, and said, “I had a lot of fun shopping for you. There were so many things that I could think of to get you, but I restricted myself to a few.” With that, he reached once more into the bag and pulled out a wrapped sandwich.

Genevieve’s mouth started to water immediately. She knew that smell. How on Earth had he known that Farley’s was her favorite delicatessen? It was the one place that she would treat herself when she needed cheering up. Three blocks away from where she had worked, it was on her walk home, and she had planned on stopping there the day that she stormed out of her old job at the House of Bertrand.

Her hands trembling, the Clothier unwrapped the sandwich. Hot pastrami on rye, still steaming. <<That man definitely has his own sort of magic,>> said Doucet.

Genevieve was too busy biting into the perfect mouthful in the center of the sandwich to answer him. Closing her eyes, she was lost in bliss. Tentatively, almost as if he were afraid of rejection, Doucet slipped into a closer consciousness, and she knew that he was sharing her sense of taste and smell.

<< Yum! I can see why you love it! >>

As if summoned by magic, which he may very well have been, Najeer was suddenly in the studio. Sniffing appreciatively, he asked, “May I please taste a small amount. If I can, I will try to learn how to make that dish for you.” With an emotional wrench so hard it hurt her down to her toes, Genevieve broke off part of her sandwich and handed it over to the Cook. She felt Doucet’s greed in her mind and knew that if the BHB started serving the sandwiches, her days of cooking supper were limited.

The Clothier turned to thank Nicholas, only to find that the smiling man was holding out a newspaper to her. With a definite twinkle in his eye, he said, “I thought you might like to see how the ad looked and so I brought you both the newspaper that talks about what the ad is being used for and a color copy so that you can see how nicely the clothes that you made me came out.”

“How wonderful!”

Genevieve took the paper and immediately went over to the work table and laid the newspaper and the color image out so that everyone could crowd around to look. Even Isaac rumbled his way across the floor and stretched slightly up so he could see the beautiful color image of a cheerful, happy man holding a glass with a red and white sign above it. The caption underneath the picture said, “My Hat is off to the Pause that Refreshes!”

The sign on the wall behind Nicholas’ figure said “Coca-Cola.”

Everyone was complimentary about how well Nicholas appeared. His rosy face and big smile went very well with his cheerfully curly hair and beard. Henri was very curious as to who the artist was and if the business meeting was as significant a success as Nicholas had hoped.

“Oh, it was. I interviewed with this really friendly guy by the name of Archie. We hit it off and spent lots of time talking. In the end, he simply told me I was hired. I understand that he was trying to get people to be cheerful this time of year and I’m all for spreading cheer. They had me come back the next day. That way I could meet the artist who was going to do sketches.”

“Monsieur, the artwork is quite well done. Who is the artist?”

“A guy named Haddon. He was a bit shy, but once he warmed up, he didn’t quit talking the whole time he was sketching me. Then Archie and I went for a really nice lunch, and when we came back, the first illustration was done. There were a couple of small changes and the next day they placed the ad in a magazine.”

“That is extremely rapid for an artist. Most of the painters I know take much longer.”

“Maybe it’s different when they’re doing artwork for newspapers and magazines. Anyway, I had other things to do around there, and so I ran a few errands. I did a little shopping, and then went back to make sure that I could get the finished picture and grab some things that I knew Genevieve particularly would like.”

Turning his attention to the Clothier, Nicholas suggested that she looked on the back page where there was a black-and-white copy of the ad and some very nice commentary. Scanning it quickly, Genevieve saw that the writer particularly had mentioned the excellent work with the garments and how fashionable they were. Smiling with pride, she read that section aloud to her team.

They were all very gratified that their work was recognized, and Genevieve’s companion bond with Doucet hummed with their joint satisfaction.

With a slight clashing of gears, Isaac asked Nicholas, “It looks like you were drinking the beverage. How good is it?”

“I thought it was a lovely beverage, but I’m afraid that it’s never going to catch on. The idea of bubbly flavored water, even if it has interesting flavors, is very different than what most people drink. I just don’t see it making any inroads on the commercial beverage market at all. Nice idea though.”

Isaac ruminated for a little bit, before saying, “I think you might be surprised. It’s about time for something radically different to appear.”

While they were talking, Genevieve was flipping through the newspaper, glancing to see if there were any articles or news items about something that she knew. The first thing that caused her shock was the date of the newspaper. It was years after her disappearance.

Her face must’ve reflected her shock because Yoko immediately asked what was wrong. Stammering a little, the stunned woman pointed to the date and asked, “How could time go so quickly there when it hasn’t here?”

Nicholas rushed into speech, saying, “I did warn you. This place is separate in space and time, and some of the other dimensions go faster, and some go slower.”

“I remember. It just was a shock, and I think I’m okay. It means that pretty much everything I knew is gone.”

Still slightly disoriented by the reality that had just slapped her in the face, Genevieve continued to flip through the pages of the newspaper. Freezing in shock, she stared at the picture at the top of the second to last page. She knew that face. It was Bertrand, the man who had stolen her work and had finally driven her out of her job and to the Badger Hole Bar.

Eyes round with interest, Genevieve read the article. As she moved down the page, a smile appeared on her lips, and her grin grew wider millimeter by millimeter. She read through the story twice just to make sure that she had not misunderstood. When she was done, her precise movements to re-fold the paper and place it carefully on the table did nothing to fool Doucet who was chortling in the back of her mind.

Apparently, her disappearance after the fight with the bully had made Bertrand a suspect in her disappearance. Although the authorities could not convict him of any crime associated with her, the investigation into his activities had uncovered other criminal acts.

Taken to court for the discovered crimes, the self-important bombast and bully had been fined all of his money and thrown in jail for years. According to the news article, Bertrand’s wife and children had left him, and he was in poor health. His most recent plea to be released had just been denied.

<< Both justice and karma are relentless in their pursuit of balance, >> said Doucet.

Genevieve’s smile was hurting her face, but she didn’t care. It eased her soul to realize that the person that had tried to steal her ideas and refused to give her credit for them was not allowed to profit from his crimes. The Clothier felt a sense of closure, of completion. The burden of her anger evaporated, and she felt younger and freer.

[image: ]


Chapter 12 – It is the Thought

Nicholas called her name, and she turned to look at him, noticing that he had a good size box in his hands. Startled, she cried, “You can’t possibly have more gifts for me. I did not do something that requires all of these presents.”

“The gifter is the person who is allowed to judge what’s appropriate to give or not give. It’s not the gifts themselves, it’s the thought that really counts. And my thoughts about you are that you deserve to be presented with things that make you feel good. So that is what I did.”

Dropping the box down on the worktable, the old man stepped back and with a gesture invited her to open the box. Unable to think of a single solitary thing that she would’ve expected him to buy her, Genevieve lifted the top of the container and looked in.

Memories came crashing back. There was a drawing of her mother and father, one of the few pictures that she had of them. Scribbled by a traveling artist, it had been a treasured possession. She remembered leaving on her last morning on Earth and touching the fragile sketch in farewell, as she did every morning.

The rest of the contents were odds and ends that had been in the small room she had rented. They were mostly items of remembrance, a tea set from her grandmother, small souvenirs of life with her husband, and some of her old, beloved tools. Each one of them felt like another thread that held her together.

The Clothier was shaking, and she knew that she must look terrible, so great was her pent-up emotion. Doucet flooded their companion bond with reassurance and love. The feeling of having a big brother there to support her was something very new and another gift to be treasured.

Desperately attempting to regain control, Genevieve looked at Nicholas with tears pooling in her eyes and let her soul peek through. She knew it was the right thing to do when she saw how the old man’s eyes welled with tears, even while his smile grew greater.

Keeping that intense emotion for too long was impossible. Carrying that weight of feeling, that sense of connection to another person was more intimacy than Genevieve could possibly bear. Something needed to break the tension, but she was helplessly caught in its thrall.

Luckily, Nicholas was not so entrapped. Reaching one last time into his bag, he brought out the one item that was guaranteed to snap Genevieve back into the Clothier.

Fabric. Nicholas was holding an arm full of gorgeous, flowing silks. They were unlike anything Genevieve had ever seen, even in her well-supplied studio. She barely had her hands on them when she was piled on from all directions.

Henri was sliding through the fabrics, slithering the edges of his tape measure through brilliant reds and gorgeous purples. Yoko rolled her pincushion shape from fabric to fabric, humming to herself.

Isaac was excitedly chattering to Gingher about what they could make with such beautiful material, and the fabric shears was almost incoherent with anticipation.

Forgotten was any melancholy or sad memory. Genevieve and her team were all pumped up and ready to go again. Energized by the beauty and variety of the fabrics that Nicholas had brought, they moved immediately into a design session with energized conversation and inventive brainstorming.

Nicholas sat and watched them for a while, pleased with their reception of his gifts and happy that his last one had been the perfect finish for their evening. As he sat there, he noticed that there was a pile of garments over on one side that looked like they were constructed from the fabrics that Genevieve had planned for him.

Ignored by the chattering teammates, he made his way over there and realized that the garments were indeed his. It was quite evident from the sign printed in Genevieve’s neat handwriting, attached to the bundled garments. Smiling to himself, he picked each of the bundles up and placed them back into his bag. Even though there were many garments, they all fit.

Talking quietly to himself, he said, “Every time I use this bag, Papa, I think of you. It has been a wonderful gift.”

Finally breaking free of their design frenzy, Genevieve noticed that Nicholas was packing up. She immediately rushed over to him, practically wringing her hands to say, “I am so sorry that we have been ignoring you. Please don’t feel like we are trying to kick you out.”

“Don’t be silly, Genevieve. It is nothing that you have done to force me away. You all been welcoming. I feel that anytime I come back, I will be received with joy.”

“All of us would be happy to see you again,” she said to the accompaniment of the rest of her team encouraging Nicholas to stay.

“No, I’m very sorry, but I have a very complicated delivery that I have to take care of. This is my busiest time of year, and I have a big responsibility. I’ve never been late on my deliveries, and I don’t want to start with this one. After all, winter is my preferred time of year for contracted services. I don’t get overheated and the nights are longer.”

Henri asked, “Do you have to deliver at night? That seems very strange.”

“Well, this delivery contract is a very important one, and the idea was that the goods were to be delivered in the evening while most people were asleep. That way when they get up in the morning the things that they’ve been waiting for are there, and they get to start their day off with a happy note.”

Genevieve said, “Then we will not keep you. I wouldn’t want to delay you and make you have to hurry even more.”

Nicholas laughed and said, “I will have to push time as it is to get all around Earth. And then, of course, I have other planets that have the same need. So, I had better get going since so many people are waiting.”

The old man smiled at them all and slung his bag over his shoulder, holding it there with one hand. Placing the other on his wide belt, he drew a shimmering circle from inside his jacket. With a snap of his wrist, what looked like a sparkling hole appeared on the floor, and Nicholas carefully stepped inside.

Genevieve could see the sparkling threads of his magic appear from nowhere and draw the circle up over his body. As it rose, the man seemed to disappear. There were shocked gasps all around the room, and the Clothier could feel Doucet excitedly muttering in the back of her mind. << I told you that man had magic! >>

Before Genevieve could respond to her companion, she heard footsteps on the roof. With a gasp, she realized that the clattering on the roof of the BHB had been Nicholas arriving. They had all thought that it was the BHB doing a happy dance. Smiling, she realized that Nicholas’ brand of magic was the gift of joy and surprise.

Effervescent streams of cheer seemed to bounce around the room as they heard a joyful full-bodied laugh from the top of the roof. A resounding cry of, “HO, HO, HO! On Dancer, on Prancer, on Comet and Cupid! Now is the time we fly with a good heart and to bring cheer to many. To all here in the Badger Hole, we wish a Merry Christmas and to all a good night.”
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Contributing Authors

It is far more enjoyable to read stories when you have some idea of who is behind the story. That knowledge adds an extra dimension to any readers enjoyment. Rather than us creating that introduction, each of the authors was asked to create an introduction of themselves so that you can get to know them a little bit better. We also asked them to identify the books and stories that they think you might enjoy.

It is our fond hope that you will find the authors interesting, the books and stories intriguing, and the whole experience worthwhile.
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Fleet Genesis - December 2018

Spatial Delivery - 2019

BattleMage Investigates

An Attitude Adjustment

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Coming soon!

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole 

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward

The Remembrance Wall - December 2018

Treasured Knowledge - January 2019

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2018

Life Rebuilt - TBD

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Honor’s Bridge - January 2019

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathway - December 2018

Familiar Trials - Expert - December 2018

Familiar Trials - Master - TBD

Familiar Trials - Adept - TBD

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch
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Author Introduction – Kris Endicott

As a child, I watched science fiction shows and real-life space missions. My father and grandfather helped build the Apollo Lunar Lander.

I believed that when I grew up, I’d live in outer space. I was prepared. I drank Tang, the powdered orange juice of the astronauts.

Those childhood dreams helped guide my adult path.

Early in my engineering career, I was involved in designing key components for the International Space Station. Although I’ve never physically been outside the Earth’s atmosphere, a part of me has. My creativity and design skills.

I no longer work on NASA projects, but my creativity is still taking parts of me out into the galaxy in my writing.

For me, space travel has always been about the optimistic future. I write stories for all of us who wish to boldly go where our childhood dreams led.

http://krisendicott.com/
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Publications

Artifact Found

(in Lindsay Buroker's Fallen Empire universe)

Anthologies

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Phoenix Galactic II
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