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Author’s Note:

	 

	This story takes place during the events of the first book in the Dual Magics series, The Shaman’s Curse. Some parts of the story have been simplified or characters left out in order to allow “Modgud Gold” to stand alone as a story in its own right.
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Second Chance

	 

	Arcas slipped quietly into his uncle’s shop as soon as it was light. He needed this quiet time, before the day’s business began, to familiarize himself with the merchandise. He’d been a failure as an apprentice smith, doomed to a lifetime as a journeyman, eking out a barely adequate living at work that gave him no joy. He’d never decided whether he disliked the work because he was bad at it, or whether he was no good at it because he didn’t enjoy it. It all came out to the same thing anyway. He’d never be more than competent.

	Then, by a miracle, he’d been given this second chance as apprentice to his merchant uncle. He had to make good this time. He couldn’t afford to waste this opportunity. Arcas was determined to be the best merchant Caere had ever seen. For more reasons than one.

	He stole a look out at the neighboring shop. Much too early for anyone to be out and about yet, but still he hoped for at least a glimpse of Elaria. Beautiful Elaria. Her father had already rejected him as a possible suitor. But that was when Arcas was a mediocre smith’s apprentice. If he could just prove himself in his new role . . . maybe he’d get a second chance there, as well.

	He’d have to hurry, though. Beautiful as Elaria was, there’d be someone else vying for her. Probably someone more acceptable to her father. Arcas had to make good—fast—if he was going to have a chance. 

	He looked around the shelves. He was truly, truly grateful for this chance, but . . . why did Uncle Castan have to be a cloth merchant? Arcas knew nothing about cloth. Well, he’d better learn fast. He ran his hand over one bolt. Smooth. Cotton? The rougher texture of a second bolt was wool, surely. The third . . . had a strange, nubbled feel to it. Not like cotton. Certainly not wool. 

	“That one’s linen. We get that from the north.”

	Arcas turned to see his uncle leaning against the door frame, chewing on a sweet roll. “I was just . . .”

	“I can’t fault your initiative, Arcas,” Uncle Castan said. “But after breakfast, eh?”

	~~~

	After breakfast, Uncle Castan led Arcas through recognition of the different kinds of cloth in his shop. 

	“You do need to know this, for as long as you’re my apprentice.” Uncle Castan smiled reassuringly. “But I don’t think your future will be as a cloth merchant.”

	Arcas winced. Surely he hadn’t failed at his new apprenticeship already.

	“You have a remarkable opportunity ahead of you,” Uncle Castan went on. “Part of the agreement your father made to allow your cousin to take over your apprenticeship with the Smiths’ Guild was that you would go back to the barbarians with your aunt and uncle in your cousin’s place for a year.”

	Arcas knew that, but he’d been trying hard not to think about it. He’d never been outside the city walls. To spend a whole year with the Dardani . . . Well, he didn’t think of them as barbarians, the way almost all the other Caereans did, but he wasn’t exactly looking forward to a year of exile, either.

	Uncle Castan squeezed his shoulder. “Your father did that for you. That’s your chance, lad. That’s your future as a merchant.”

	Arcas blinked. “What? How do you figure that?”

	“The barbarians trade with us—mostly with the Smiths’ Guild, through your father. But only on a very limited basis. I’d be willing to place a very large wager that there’s more they could be trading to us—and more we could sell to them. If only either side knew more about what the other had to offer. You’ll be in a unique position to discover that—and capitalize on it. That’s your future as a merchant, not bolts of cloth. In the few weeks we have, my main job is to teach you enough to be able to recognize those opportunities. You only need to find one new thing—if it’s the right thing.”

	Arcas smiled. He hadn’t thought of this trip out into the wilderness in that way before. 

	~~~

	Arcas hovered by the open door of the shop, trying to look industrious just in case Elaria’s father looked out of his shop right next door. In fact, Uncle Castan had given him the day off to prepare for his journey out to the Dardani. There was really only one preparation Arcas felt was urgent, though. He could throw his few possessions into a traveling pack quick enough. But he had to talk to Elaria before he left. 

	That was tricky. She usually used the residence door on the other side of the building, but he’d seen her go into her father’s shop a little while ago. If only she didn’t just go back around to her own front door, he might have a chance without the risky maneuver of trying to climb over the back wall later tonight.

	When he saw her step out of her father’s shop hurried after her. As he caught up to her, he slowed down and tried hard to look as if he was just going in the same direction on some errand for his new master. Which just happened to be in the same direction she was going. Nothing for anyone to take note of. “Hello, Elaria.”

	She turned and smiled, quickly suppressed. “Hello, Arcas.”

	Arcas matched her stride for several paces, trying to decide what to say next. “Elaria . . .”

	Elaria stopped and turned to face him. “Please don’t, Arcas. You know how much I lo—” She paused and cleared her throat. 

	Arcas grinned at the slip. She’d almost said love, but she couldn’t say it until he did. And he couldn’t until her father gave him permission. Still, the half word, quickly swallowed, settled warm and happy in his chest. For now, he’d settle for that.

	Elaria recovered herself and went on. “How much I like you, but Father’s already said that he disapproves of you. I can’t—”

	“But that was before, when I was an apprentice smith. And not a very good one,” Arcas cut in.

	Elaria blinked. “What are you now, if not an apprentice smith?”

	Arcas thrust out his chest. “Now, I’m an apprentice merchant. My cousin Vatar took my place in the Smiths’ Guild and my apprenticeship was transferred to Uncle Castan. I’ll make a much better merchant than I ever would have a smith.”

	Elaria sighed and shook her head, starting to walk again. “I wish . . . But that won’t be enough.” She grimaced. “Father has it in his head to match me with a wealthy merchant. Someone with position, he says.”

	Arcas kept pace with her. “But that’s not all of it, Elaria. I’m to take my cousin’s place this summer and return to the plains with his family while Vatar stays in Caere. I’ll be the first member of the Merchants’ Guild to see what the Dardani really have to trade. I only have to find one thing that they haven’t thought to offer to us, Uncle Castan says. One thing that I can be the only merchant for and I’ll have enough prospects to satisfy even your father. Two or three, and my fortune will be made. Your father’ll have to like me, then.”

	Elaria beamed. “It could work.” She reached out but stopped just short of laying her hand on Arcas’s arm. “But . . . how long will you be gone?”

	Arcas looked away down the street. “A year.” A whole year. “But I’ll be back next summer. Just . . . just make sure your father doesn’t match you with anyone else until I get back. All right?”

	“I’ll try.” She shivered. “I really don’t want anyone else.”

	Arcas grinned. “Well, then. I’m sure you could find reasons to delay . . . if you really want to. Or, if all else fails, you know your father can’t resist your tears.” Who could? 
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