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“What is it, Hamari?” Dujab asked without opening his eyes.

“A visitor,” Hamari answered. “It is important.”

Dujab sighed and sunk a little lower into the hot water, savoring the warmth seeping into his old, wrinkled skin. “They all say it’s important,” he grumbled. “It rarely is.”

“This time may be different,” Hamari said. “The visitor wears the garb of an adept.”

“An adept?” Dujab repeated, half-opening his eyes. “Which order?”

“I cannot say,” Hamari answered. “There is no insignia.” 

“An unadorned adept?” Dujab mused, sitting up straighter. “That is unusual.”

“Indeed,” Hamari agreed. “They generally flaunt their affiliation.” She paused a moment, then added, “There is a package.”

Dujab turned to study Hamari. She had been with him for half a century, and she still looked as lovely as the day they had met. Her normally free flowing white hair was tied back, and she was wearing her favorite pine green tunic over her dimpled torso. Tight-fitting dark brown trousers covered her dainty, muscular thighs. A thick-bladed, bone-hilted dagger hung from the braided brown sash tied loosely about her thin waist. Her tiny feet were bare, as was her preference, and her stoic expression was as carefully modulated as the rest of her appearance. But he knew her too well to miss the slight tightness in her angular cheeks, the little ripple of a wrinkle above her brow, and the way her violet eyes avoided meeting his.

“Describe the package,” he said, reaching for the little silver ewer and dipping it into the pail of steaming water.

Hamari waited until Dujab had poured the water over his head before saying, “I only glimpsed a part of it. It was concealed under the adept’s garb.” She paused while Dujab poured more water over his head. “It is wrapped in undyed homespun wool and tied with a cord braided from dried intestine. It was secured well and made no sound when the adept moved. It is roughly the size and shape of Olphat’s Grimoire.”

Dujab paused with the ewer submerged in the pail. “A tome?”

“Perhaps.”

“And?” Dujab prompted as he lifted the ewer and waited. “What does this visitor want from me?”

“I cannot say,” Hamari answered. “The adept only said it was important for you to see it.”

“To see it?” Dujab repeated. “Not to read it or buy it or translate it?”

“That was the word the adept used.”

“Very well,” Dujab said setting the ewer down. “I will see this package in the dining chamber.”

Hamari nodded, turned, and left.

Dujab gestured for Ding, and the burly youth came over to the bath to help him stand up, then steadied him as Dujab rinsed himself off with the last of the hot water. Then, with the help of Ding, Dujab climbed out of the bath and dried himself off. Ding selected one of the robes and handed it to him, and Dujab slipped it over his feeble old body. He adjusted it until it was comfortably draped about him and then reached for the staff Ding held out to him.

“Thank you, Ding,” he said. “That will be all for now.”

Ding nodded and began tidying up the bath.

Dujab leaned lightly on his staff for balance and walked leisurely out of his bathing chamber, through his bedchamber, and into the dining chamber. A covered meal awaited him at the near end of the large table, and his visitor was seated near the far end of it. Hamari hovered a few feet behind the visitor, her hand gently resting on the hilt of her blade. When Hamari saw him, she moved silently toward the head of the table without taking her eyes off the visitor.

His visitor looked up and softly said, “Dujab.”

“Yes,” Dujab answered. There was something familiar about the voice, but he couldn’t quite place it. “And you are?”

His visitor hadn’t answered by the time he reached the table, so he demanded, “Well?”

Hamari held out the chair for him, and he sat down. Normally, Elan did that when he brought him his meal, and then he stayed to tend to his needs while he ate. He hesitated long enough to catch Hamari’s eye, which was dilated more than usual, and followed her example by bringing the magic into focus.

“You may call me Kendrata,” his visitor finally said, the voice deliberately weak and gravelly.

“Kendrata,” Dujab repeated, focusing his full attention on his visitor for the first time. He half-expected to see the adept bathed in the magical energy of a spell, but the magic about his visitor was as it should be, and the magic within the adept appeared to be untainted by outside influence. The concealed package did not appear to be of magical origin, either, or he would have seen a concentrated pool of tangled knots surrounding it. He let the magic recede into the background where it would be ready for use on short notice without being a distraction.

“That is not your name, of course,” Dujab said as the non-magical world came back into focus. His visitor wore the nondescript garb of a recent convert: plain, homespun gray wool draped over the shoulders and held in place by a sash of braided grass wrapped around the waist. There should have been a bronze clasp securing the cloth at the neck, one with an insignia indicating the adept’s order, but there wasn’t. Instead, it was secured with another strip of braided grass. His visitor was still young, perhaps forty, but that was far too old for a recent convert. His visitor’s hair was unusually short for an adept of that age, and the face powder didn’t quite hide the two-day growth of beard. The skin tone of the hands and face were of different shades. “And, Sir, you are no adept.”

His visitor responded to the statement by untying the neck sash, opening up his robe, and bringing out the package. He hesitated for a moment before setting it on the table with a soft, muffled thud. It was wrapped as Hamari had described it, but it was considerably thicker than Olphat’s Grimoire. The brief glimpse of his visitor’s bare chest explained Hamari’s mistake: it was sunken, flat, and hairy, just like his own, and there was more room for concealment than a true adept would have had.

“Well?” Dujab prompted. “What do you want of me?” As he waited for a response, he lifted the cover off his breakfast and inhaling the enticing scent of fresh bread and tantalizing aroma of the nearly burnt bacon. The eggs were still soft, but the yolks had congealed from sitting too long. He picked up the fork and began smashing them, mixing the yolk and white together as best he could. It would have been easier if the yolks had still been runny, but it would do.

His visitor fondled the package for a few moments before untying the cord and gently unfolding the cloth wrapper. Light glinted off the brass bar securing the book, and Dujab almost sighed in relief. It would be a simple matter to use magic to unlock it, but the price would be paltry, barely enough to cover the inconvenience of the intrusion.

The pleasant thought stalled when his visitor reached into his left sleeve and brought out a key, slid it into the keyhole, and turned it. There was a soft click, and the brass bar popped up, giving the compressed pages a chance to breathe. There was no dust puffing up around it, which he would have expected from a tome that hadn’t been opened for a long time. After returning the key to his sleeve, his visitor carefully stood the ancient text up on its binding the way Dujab would have done, then gently pried it open so that half the pages were on the left and the other half were on the right. Next, he carefully flipped through the pages until he reached a passage near the end of the book. He held it open and said, “I need you to translate this passage.”

Dujab hid his frown by picking up the chunk of bread and swirling it in the smushed eggs. “What makes you think I can?” he asked, putting the soppy bread in his mouth and reaching for a crispy strip of bacon.

“You can,” his visitor assured him. “You’ve done so before.”

Dujab reached for the milk. It was so fresh that it was still warm and frothy. He swallowed the bread carefully, washed it down with the milk, and bit into the bacon. It crumbled, and charred flecks fell back to his plate. It crunched as he chewed it, and he used the time to try to see past the deceptive appearance of his visitor to find the man lying in wait behind it. There was something distinctly familiar about him, but it wasn’t the face or the build; it was something else.

Dujab put the rest of the strip of bacon in his mouth, pinched off another chunk of bread, and began swirling it in the eggs. When his hand was free, he made a quick gesture toward Hamari, and she strode up to his visitor and reached for the book. His visitor tensed, put his hand on the book, and almost reached out for something that wasn’t there before relinquishing the text to her.

As she carried it to his side, Dujab stared at his visitor until he remembered he was eating. He chewed the bread slowly and sipped the milk while he swallowed the moistened chunks. He had recognized that movement: His visitor had instinctively reached out for the magic to weave a spell and aborted it. He picked up the napkin and wiped his mouth without taking his eyes off his visitor. When he finished, he slowly lowered his hand to the table and said in a soft, cold, hostile tone. “I told you to never return.”

In response, his visitor pointed at the book and too-calmly said, “Read it.”

The napkin scrunched up in his fist as Dujab glared at the man who had done so much for him—and even more to him. His impulse was to reach out for the magic; grab the nearest strand of flame; twist it into a quick, angry knot; and throw it at him. But he had not reached old age by being impulsive; he had reached it by being thoughtful, cautious, and prudent—even when everything within him screamed for action. So, he deliberately lifted his white-knuckled fist to his lips and gently dabbed them with the crumpled napkin again. Then, with a great deal of deliberateness, he dropped the napkin on his unfinished plate, pushed back his chair, and leaned on the table to pry himself up to his feet. Hamari hurried to his side, but he waved her off with a sharp gesture without taking his eyes off his visitor. He didn’t even bother to reach for his staff for support as he turned away.

“You will want to read it,” his visitor said, his voice utterly calm and uncomfortably confident.

Dujab paused. Stubbornness was often an admirable quality, especially for a wizard, but it could also be extremely detrimental. Anger was always detrimental, even when it was justified, because it interfered with sound judgment. He stood still and directed the rage he felt at his visitor while he considered what could compel that same visitor to risk having it unleashed upon him.

“Why?” Dujab demanded without turning.

“You know the answer to that,” his visitor said. “I found it.”

Dujab brought the magic to him so quickly that he nearly gasped, instinctively reached out for a powerful strand of air magic, knotted it quickly as he half-turned, and threw the knot at the old tome. It struck it with such violence that it
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