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A Penny for Your Thoughts

By K.L. Noone

The enchanter was busy in his workshop when
Morgen arrived; of course he was, Morgen thought, with
fondness.

He wandered round to the side of the crooked
wispy-edged cacophony of towers and library rooms and staircases to
nowhere, avoided a few colorful puffs of glittery rainbow steam
from some improbably-placed chimneys, and propped a shoulder on the
wood of the door-frame, watching.

Averet Coral was worth watching. Any day, any
time, any chance to do so. Morgen’s heart did its usual flip
between happiness and unhappiness, affection and resignation. He
did not make a noise, being a good magical artifact hunter
with lots of stealth-related skills; he did not make a noise
because he wanted to gaze at Averet for another second, just for a
second, a pulse-beat of secret gold.

Those enchanter’s hands were always
busy. Averet cared for the whole unpretentious grassy farmland
kingdom of Lea, and each and every village and hamlet that that
rambling magician’s cottage popped up near, and even sometimes,
Morgen suspected, villages in other dimensions or other worlds,
with wholehearted delight. Averet cured fevers and found stray
lambs and had once fixed the mill’s broken wheel by simply sitting
down cross-legged with a hand on it for a while and, in his words,
talking to it gently but firmly about getting into proper shape
again, no more broken jagged bits. Averet in in off hours tinkered
with new inventions, with charms and iron-shaping, with creations
offered up for sale or as gifts. New enchanted quills that made
images float in the air when the tales they’d written were read
aloud. Tiny perpetual-motion solar-system models. Delicate hovering
lanterns, so light they needed to be tethered to a solid
magician-artificer’s worktable.

Could be any one of those, today. Or
something entirely new; and Morgen shifted weight, couldn’t not
grin at the idea.

Averet hadn’t looked up, working with his
back to the door. Invisible spells hovered in place, doing their
job of protection against unwanted intruders, Morgen knew; those
spells recognized his own presence with the ease of
familiarity.

Familiarity, and improbability. Himself and
an enchanter. This enchanter.

The usual tiny fangs bit his heart, but he
was used to that too. No worse than a salamander’s nip. At his
fingers. Which wanted to reach out and explore. To use all his
adventurer’s skills to discover the texture of messy raven-feather
hair, the sensation of Averet’s smooth skin, the sound Averet might
make if Morgen’s mouth tasted his hip, his stomach.

They were friends. Somehow,
implausibly—except not implausibly, because Averet immediately
befriended everyone and everything he encountered, from the miller
to the miller’s son to the miller’s repaired wheel—friendship had
happened. And they helped Lea together, himself and Averet; Morgen
did believe that: that what they did made at least some sort of
difference to the land.

He couldn’t lose that. Not any of it.
Couldn’t take that chance. Didn’t dare.

He pushed himself up from leaning on the
door. He followed guiding glyphs through the items for sale or
trade, through a mysterious tangle of oak and twisted devil-blue
glass and copper wire, and toward the workbench.

Averet didn’t turn his direction right away,
dark head bent over what looked like a small quicksilver mechanical
kitten, the last words of a spellwork drifting low and happy
through the air. The kitten, now infused with magic, yawned and
stretched metal toes and arched its spine. Averet laughed, and
petted its silver back.

So amazing. So amazing, Morgen thought, the
way he always thought, every time he hauled his scuffed boots and
oversized shoulders and sunburnt nose to that enchanter’s door.
Averet Coral was strong and slim and kind and startlingly human, as
usual dressed in casual clinging trousers and a loose cream-colored
shirt with rolled-up sleeves, baring expanses of tanned forearms:
no formal magician’s robes or old-fashioned towering hats
interfered with energy and creation.

At the moment he had a smudge of some
unidentifiable powder on one elbow, and a half-drunk mug of tea on
the workbench beside the kitten, which stuck its mechanical nose
curiously into liquid. Averet laughed and rescued the mug, and made
a face at what was no doubt ice-cold liquid by now, and looked
around in vain for somewhere unoccupied to set it.

Morgen loved him. Helplessly, hopelessly,
foolishly: head over heels for the most beautiful kind-hearted
magician ever to exist in the world. Any world. Any time, any
place.

And Averet Coral would never look twice at
Morgen Hob. Why would all that magical sweetness give even a single
silver cup for a big awkward artifact hunter, one who got red and
flustered at public praise for returning said silver cup to the
village it’d been stolen from? How could that enthusiastic
intellectual grace ever consider too-long shaggy sun-scuffed hair
and callused hands, and decide to want to kiss him?

Averet talked to royalty. Averet had tea with
King Rupert and Queen Theophania on a more or less monthly basis,
checking in about the state of the kingdom. Averet had arrived from
the Magicians’ College two and a half years ago with a smile like
unfurling clouds and the ability to jump into conversation with
anyone, a page-boy or a princess, a farmhand or a riverboat
navigator. Averet knew how to dance and how to address a countess,
not that Lea was ever overly formal, so that part didn’t matter;
and he’d shrugged and leapt merrily onto a first-name basis with
everyone he met.

Lea had not had a magician for decades, not
being terribly important among the grand sprawls of the larger
kingdoms; but Averet said they were all important, every blade of
grass and every lace-maker and every lost pig he could find and
bring home, and he said it seriously, still with a smile but with
truth like starlight in grey eyes and pointed chin and lifted
eyebrows. Part of the balance. Part of what kept the universe
spinning: anchors, life, connection. Everything in place, in the
web of magic.

His cottage collected whimsical corners and
crooked edges and books that certainly did not exist in Lea and
little scale models of buildings that no one recognized, and
sometimes paintings that looked like nothing anyone’d ever seen,
splashes of shockingly bright abstract color over blinding white,
no realism or resemblance at all. Some of the doors opened into
thin air, and some opened into bathing-rooms with inexplicable
plumbing and fluttery white curtains and a seaside visible through
a window, and some did not open at all; he never seemed bothered
when they didn’t. They’d open when they wanted to, again, he’d
explained to Morgen once. Or when he needed them.

Morgen, who liked strong local pumpkin ale
and straightforward stories about people being good people
and saving the day, had not known what to say. He’d wanted to know
more. Didn’t know how to ask. What would be the right words.

He wasn’t really part of Averet’s world.
Nowhere near as spectacular and unique and rare as those books,
those paintings, those sea-spray windows. He knew.

He did what he could. But he could only be
himself.

He’d always been the sort of person who’d
soaked up stories. He’d loved tales of old heroes and adventurers;
he’d always wanted to be someone as brave as Welaraine, as good as
Parzifal, as worthy as Iridessa the Bold. He still did sometimes
unabashedly get teary-eyed at theatre-troupe performances of The
Legend of Lady Marianne and Sir Robyn the Scarlet, especially
that perfect happy ending in which they saved each other with love.
He adored his brew-mistress mother and his candle-maker father and
the village he’d grown up in, and he came home faithfully every few
weeks.

He’d never met the Queen or the King, and he
did not know how to dance. He’d only ever once set foot in a
university, even an ordinary non-magical one.

That time had been to return a
no-longer-hexed book, after Averet had removed the curse that’d
been mischievously left there by a departing student. Averet had
asked him to take it back; Morgen, who’d do anything those smoky
grey eyes suggested, had squared shoulders and heroically accepted
the charge.

One book. Delivered to a university library.
Without fail.

He’d come back to announce that he’d done so,
proudly. He’d brought cloudberry tea, picked up from a traveling
trader, because Averet liked tea. Averet had been laughing, hand
lightly touching a client’s arm, explaining how an ice-wand could
safely work as a children’s toy, when Morgen had arrived. The
client in question had been the local village’s mayor, a handsome
man who loved his niece, who had broad shoulders and thick dark
hair with just a hint of distinguished grey, and who stood far too
close and smiled far too much at all the touching.

Morgen had turned on his heel and left, and
had made himself come back later, and had tried to smile. Averet
had looked at him and said, “Is anything wrong?” which meant he
hadn’t figured out what might possibly conceivably be wrong, which
meant he didn’t think of Morgen and desire in the same sentence at
all, ever. Obviously. Undeniably. The only interpretation for
that dismissal. Right?

The clockwork kitten pounced on what
resembled a shoelace, being wiggled by Averet’s fingers, though the
material and the ends of the woven white cord looked like nothing
Morgen knew. Something from another time, another place, another
door. Magic.

A streak of sunshine scampered across the
workshop’s floor. It came in at the wrong angle for that window;
but then Averet’s windows did not obey normal laws of light and
perspective. Extraordinary. Complicated. Brilliant.

Morgen sighed. An audible sigh,
unfortunately. Or maybe fortunately, because Averet finally heard
him and spun away from the workbench and the kitten, beaming.
“Morgen! You’re back early! Tell me about your quest!”

He’d been bringing Averet his magical
artifacts for just over two years now. Specifically, the artifacts
that shouldn’t be out in the world in the first place, the ones
that caused harm or compulsion or injury to others. He’d made it
his mission to find and dispose of as many pieces of pain as
possible.

Not because of any great tragedy or any great
trauma. Not because of any epic cause that’d make him a hero. No
dramatic story.

Just himself wanting to help. To put his
muscles and instincts to use somehow, in whatever way he could. Big
and burly and pretty good at dodging and clever about tracking
ancient legends and hoards, patient with maps and horses: that’d be
him. Morgen Hob. Only human.

But he was doing some good. The land
needed help; certainly enough cursed and tricky time-bomb objects
remained even now, a century after the last great Magicians’ War.
Someone had to find them. To do something.

Averet thought the same way, he knew. Averet
took each one of Morgen’s worst finds and put magic to work,
skillfully dismantling each one, rending curses and hexes inert and
harmless, never to hurt anyone again.

Averet was, in fact, wonderful. So gifted. So
compassionate. So good at coping with everything Morgen ever
uncovered and handed over. Incredible.

Morgen’s mouth, distracted by sparkling grey
eyes and expansive night-velvet hair—now right in front of him,
inches away—said out loud, “Incredible.”

“Oh!” Averet apparently took this as a reply
to his own question about the latest artifact-hunt. “A good quest,
then? But you’re hurt! One second, I can help, hang on—”

“Um.” Averet’s hand. Averet’s magician’s
fingers. On his arm. Over the bandage he’d forgotten about. Tiny
ogre-related scratch. Nothing compared to the way his heart started
fluttering. “It’s. I’m. That. You don’t have to. Oh.”

The oh was because he’d felt the
tingling itching prickle of skin knitting, gash closing itself,
wound healed. Averet frowned at it in professional self-evaluation.
Brighter silver flecks flickered in that sorcerer’s gaze for a
moment. “I don’t practice that one enough on people. I should do
more. I should be better at swift-healing spells, if you need—well.
Anyway. Did that hurt?”

“No!” Not in the magical healing sense,
anyway. In the extra bruise on Morgen’s heart—Averet just needed
someone to practice on, then—the answer was yes. The yes bit
like pooka’s teeth.

“Hmm.” Averet tipped that head at him,
unconvinced. Energetic waves of hair bounced. “Should I look at it
more closely? If you want I could—”

“I brought you this!” Morgen shoved a hand
into a pocket. Thrust the coin Averet’s direction. One more touch
might kill him. One more touch, one closer touch, when he
couldn’t have anything more—

The antique penny-piece had been heavy and
thick and silver, engraved and ominous as a thundercloud. He’d
bundled it into a piece of cloak; it’d been well wrapped when he’d
found it slowly poisoning the field it’d sunk into. He’d figured
the precautions must’ve been for a reason, and hadn’t touched it
with bare skin.

He shoved the packet of cloak and coin toward
his startled enchanter. Their hands fumbled—Morgen’s fault, too
abrupt and
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