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A distinct lack of sound jarred Dundicutt
from his indulgent slumber. He blinked in surprise at the
unfamiliarity of his bedroom, not often seen bathed in
sunlight.

Bidgie stirred beside him. “Good morning to
you, love. Why haven’t you left yet?”

“Gods alive, I’m late!” He threw off the
sleeping furs and winced as his bare feet touched the cold stone
floor. “The thrice-bedamned rooster never crowed.”

Bidgie yawned. “I’m sorry, husband. Goodwife
Salo slaughtered the insolent cockerel yesterday eve for the soup.
She claimed he was giving her cheek.” She fluttered her eyelids at
Dundicutt, which made him want to dive under the covers once more,
but not to sleep.

Instead, he found his pants and dragged them
on over his slender and toned messenger’s legs. His official
uniform jacket went on over his sleepshirt. He jammed his feet into
his decadent rabbit-skin shoes, well worth the expense for someone
who ran for a living. At last, he grabbed his hat from the bedpost
and in doing so, bent to kiss Bidgie goodbye.

“Farewell, husband.” Her voice was husky.
“I’ll have supper ready when you return. Love to you.”

“Love also to you, dear wife.” Dundicutt
paused by the hearth to take a hunk of last night’s bread for his
breakfast, and ran from the house.

“Hai, Dundy, you’re late!” called Goodwife
Salo from her chicken coop.

He didn’t answer her; instead, he crammed the
hunk of bread into his mouth and pelted along the cobblestones, his
hat clutched in his hand to keep it from flying off.

He ran past the harbor and its stink of
rotting fish and old sailors, past the marketplace filled with the
clamor of early-morning shoppers and vendors hawking their wares,
and along the Avenue of the Guilds. He took the shortcut through
Jackdaws Quarter, where the denizens would still be sleeping off
the previous night’s transactions of the flesh, and at last arrived
at the King’s Post Office.

Other carriers were already filing out of the
hall, laden with their bags; ready to deliver the mail all across
Lundigo City, the Shining Star of the Wending River, the Jewel of
Kingdom Lund.

“Hai, Dundy, you’re late!” Froshimar, Dundy’s
friend since childhood, slung a heavy bag across his back. “Did
that lovely wife keep you up past Low Bells?” He made a suggestive
thrusting motion of his hips, eliciting laughs and catcalls from
the other carriers.

“Bite your tongue, Froshy,” said Dundicutt.
“My neighbor slew her rooster. I slept past sunup.”

“You oughtta get you a wizard clock,” said
Froshimar. “More reliable than a cock for morning alarums.”

“My cock always wakes me,” shouted a carrier
whose name Dundicutt couldn’t remember. The others whooped in
amusement.

Dundicutt shook his head. “I don’t trust
magic, Froshy. It’s unnatural.”

“Guess what route is left to you today.”
Froshimar’s eyes twinkled.

Dundicutt’s face fell. “Not that. Anything
but that.”

The other carriers laughed as they
dispersed.

Dundicutt grabbed his friend’s arm. “Wait.
What about Low Bank?”

Froshimar shook his head. “Harisey’s got it
today.”

“Jackdaws Quarter?”

“Young Barze has it. It’s his birthday.”
Froshimar winked. “Madame Lynnea promised him a special present,
and you know what that means.”

“Assassin’s Guild? Stablery Street? Contagion
Circle?”

“Afraid not, Dundy.”

Dundicutt hung his head low and went in to
collect the final load of mail awaiting delivery. He knew it would
be for Wizardry Row.

Most neighborhoods in Lundigo City were large
and took all day to service. Wizardry Row was but a single street
of a dozen homes belonging to witches and wizards.

Without question, it was the worst place to
deliver the mail. The inhabitants were always receiving dangerous
parcels and packages from far-off lands. Letters, which contained
mysterious questions, requests, or booby-traps, arrived daily from
their contemporaries, and they sent out as much mail as they
received. Dundicutt had never run the route before, but other
carriers had shared numerous horror stories of curses and spells
gone awry. The short route always took until long past dark.

Then there were the houses! Most of Wizardry
Row’s dwellings were palatial, exotic, and far larger within than
without, each a unique statement of the owner’s idiosyncrasies.
Sometimes the houses transformed overnight to reflect a change in
the owner’s disposition, or a feud with a neighbor. One could never
be sure from day to day what Wizardry Row would look like. Most
Lundigans avoided it altogether.

“Ah, Dundy. You’re just in time.” Master
Postman Vichany sat behind his expensive desk and nibbled at an
onion pie. “Wizardry Row has a whole wagonload today. Quink is
hooking up a mule right now.”

“There’s nothing else today, sir? No other
routes?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Ugh.”

“I know it.” Vichany stepped around the desk
to place a hand on Dundicutt’s shoulder. “But the King wants the
mail to go through, and who are we to question His Majesty?”

“I’ll bet His Majesty never had to deliver to
wizards,” said Dundicutt under his breath as he trudged toward the
stable.

Quink was just finishing with the mule. “Hai,
Dundy,” he said around a mouthful of apple. “You’re all set.
Wizards are getting a pile today, let me tell you.”

Dundicutt groaned as he looked at the massive
stack of packages and parcels (some moving, others emitting noxious
fumes) piled in the back of the wagon and the huge bag stuffed to
bursting with letters and missives. “Quink, can you deliver a
message for me?”

“Sure thing, Dundy.” The boy sounded
cheerful. And why not? He didn’t have to go to Wizardry Row.

Dundicutt pulled a notebook, quill, and ink
vial from his coat pocket. Dearest Bidgie… Working late tonight.
Will be home after dark. Love to you, Dundicutt.

He hoped it wouldn’t be the last she ever
heard of him.

He blew on the paper to dry the ink, then
folded it over and drizzled wax across it from a nearby candle.
Satisfied with his work, he handed the missive to Quink and bade
the boy to deliver it to Bidgie. Thrilled to receive an official
messenger errand, Quink gave a smart salute and sprinted from the
stables.

Dundicutt regarded the mule, which seemed as
unenthusiastic about the arrangement as he did, but the mail must
go through, as the Master Postman was so fond of saying. He climbed
onto the driver’s box, caught up the reins, chirped at the mule,
and drove the wagon out into the Lundigan streets.

Ten minutes later, a doubtful man and
apathetic mule sat at the edge of Wizardry Row, looking down the
street. Dark clouds swirled over one house. A thick blanket of snow
covered another. A third house floated some twenty or thirty feet
above the ground, with only a narrow spindle of a stair leading up
to the door. Dundicutt sighed and checked the wagon’s load for
Number One, Wizardry Row, Lundigo City, Kingdom Lund. Then he
chirped at the mule and flipped the reins, impatient to get
underway. The mule looked back to glare at him with its baleful,
rheumy gaze before lowering its head and trudging onward.

Dundicutt locked the brake on the wagon and
locked a pry bar through the spokes of the rear wheels. Even so,
the mule might drag the wagon all the way back to its stable if it
grew too frightened, wheels frozen or not. “Now don’t you go and
abandon me here.” He collected the packages and letters for Number
One, Wizardry Row. The mule flickered its ears at him and bent down
to pick at some scraggly weeds that poked between the cobbles.

Number One looked mundane, the house built of
stone and daubed over with thick, whitewashed mud. A
flower-and-herb garden grew on its sunny south side. Smoke puffed
from the chimney and a pie sat cooling on a windowsill. On a post
by the flagstone walkway rested a sign which read Messrs. H. &
W. Holcim, L.C.M., F.S.G., R.S.o.E. in simple, conservative
lettering.

Dundicutt had no idea what the initials stood
for; he assumed they meant the gents in the house belonged to some
kind of professional organizations. He stacked the packages in his
small wheelbarrow and trundled it up the walk to the door. Another
sign on the door stated No Solicitors, Customers and Guests Ring
Thrice. Dundicutt rang the bell beside the door three times. Maybe
he had the wrong idea about wizards; this house seemed normal
enough.

The door creaked open a few inches, letting
Dundicutt see a foot, a belly, and part of the face of the man
within. “Yes?”

“Who is it?” hissed another voice from
inside. “I can’t see who it is. Shove over already, you great
oaf!”

“Shut it, or I’ll pound you right in your
eye,” said the man at the door.

“King’s Post,” said Dundicutt.

“Bloody good!”

The man inside threw open the door to reveal
thick tree trunk legs, a body twice as thick as Dundicutt’s, and
two heads. Dundicutt stumbled backwards in surprise. The man—or
more correctly, the Ettin—towered a good foot over him, had skin
the color and consistency of rough leather, and fangs protruding
from his lower jaws. The Ettin laughed. “Oh, don’t worry yourself,
fellow. I don’t bite. Well,” his left head said, “not much
anyway.”

“You, uh, you are the resident at this
address?” asked Dundicutt.

“Absolutely,” said the right head. “I’m Jinto
Holcim.”

“And I’m Hondo Holcim,” added the left head.
“Graduates of the Lundigan College of Magic.”

“First Ettin ever to do so,” said Jinto. “We
were awarded the Fancy Shield of Gold by the Royal Society of
Ettins.”

“Actually,” said Hondo. “We use it as a
serving tray. But you have mail?”

“Yes.” Dundicutt felt relieved that the
conversation had moved back onto familiar ground. “Five packages
addressed to Messrs. Holcim, seven letters addressed similarly, and
one addressed to Master Jinto Holcim.” He held up the selected
letter for emphasis, labeled in flowing script and sealed with a
waxy kiss.

Hondo glared at Jinto. “You got a
letter?”

Jinto gave a weak smiled. “Funny, huh?”

“There’s, uh, no signatures required,”
Dundicutt said. “Outstanding charges come to seventeen crowns,
seven points.”

The Ettin ignored him to argue with
itself.

“It’s from her, isn’t it? That awful
one-headed bimbo!” shouted Hondo.

“She’s not awful, and she’s not a bimbo,”
said Jinto. “She’s a lovely person, even though she doesn’t have
but one head.”

“Only a freak is attracted outside her own
species.” The Ettin dug in his purse. He dropped two ten-crown
coins into Dundicutt’s hand.

“You take that back, Hondo.”

“Make me, Jinto.”

“Uh…” Dundicutt felt bad things were about to
happen. “Your change—”

“Keep it,” said both heads together.

The postman fled as the Ettin commenced
pummeling himself, each head uttering venomous curses interspersed
with the occasional grunt of pain as a flailing fist connected.

Dundicutt felt both pleased and disappointed
to see the mule still stood with the wagon where he’d left it;
pleased because he took pride in his work and wouldn’t want to have
to explain himself to the Master Postman, but disappointed because
it meant he had to stay on Wizardry Row and continue to deliver the
Post.

Number Two was answered by a gaunt old man
dressed all in black with a blood-red stone at his collar. “My
master is far too busy to be disturbed with such trivialities as
signature required. Leave it and begone with you, simpleton.”

Dundicutt tried to be as polite as possible
but insistent; if it needed to be signed, he couldn’t leave it in
anyone else’s hands. The servant produced a Signatory Proxy placard
authorized by none other than Master Postman Vichany himself.
Relieved to have avoided confrontation, Dundicutt left the letters
and packages with the thin man and proceeded to the next house.

The servant at Number Three was a rotund,
moon-faced woman who smelled of wood ash and sandalwood. “We do not
bother with the King’s foolish laws here, oaf.”

“I’m truly sorry, Madam,” said Dundicutt. “I
can only accept a proxy or an actual signature. Otherwise I’ll have
to return these to the Post Office and your master or mistress will
have to retrieve them in person and pay additional charges.”

“I have no Signatory Proxy.”

“Then I’m sorry, but I have to insist upon an
original signature.”

“Fine.” She touched an amulet at her hip and
she, along with the signature-required parcels, vanished.

“Hey!” yelled Dundicutt. “I’m an official
representative of the King! You can’t do that! It’s against
the—”

The servant reappeared in a puff of smoke and
held out the receipts to him with an unpleasant smile. “How can my
master obtain one of these… placards?”

Dundicutt rummaged through his bag and found
her the proper form. He advised her to return it on the next mail
day. She harrumphed and slammed the door in his face.

As he left, a maddening itch sprang forth on
the skin of his right hand and he realized the signature receipts
must have been cursed. He would have been within his












































































































































cover.jpg





