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    CHAPTER ONE


    On the far western shore of a northern continent there was once a harbour city called Seattle. It did not have much of a reputation for sunshine and beaches, but it did have plenty of rain, and the folk who lived there were wont to call it The Emerald City for the greenness of its foliage. And the other thing it boasted was a great friendliness that fell upon strangers like its rain, but with more warmth. In that city, there dwelt a wizard.


    Not that folk recognized him as a wizard, for even in those days, wizards were becoming rarer with each passing year. He lived a simple life upon the streets of the city, passing among the folk like the wind passes among the flowers, unseen but not unfelt. He was known, to the few who knew him, simply as Wizard.


    Little was known of his past, but atoning for this lack was a plenitude of rumours about it. Some said he had been an engineer and a warrior who had returned from some far battle with memories too fearsome to tolerate. And some said no, that he had been a scholar and among those who had refused to go to that far strife, and that was why he dwelt nameless and homeless in the streets. And some said he was older than the city itself, and others that he was newly arrived, only a day or so ago. But what folk said of him mattered little, for it was what he did that was important. Or didnt do, as Cassie would have quickly pointed out.


    To Seattle there come blue days in October, when the sun shines along the waterfront and one forgives the city its sins, both mortal and venial. On such a day the cries of the gulls seem to drown out the traffic noises, and the fresh salt breath of the ocean is stronger than the exhaust of the passing cars. It was such a day, and sunlight shattered brilliantly against the moving waters of Elliott Bay and the brisk wind blew the shining shards inland over the city. It was a day when no one was immune to magic, and a wizard might revel in its glories. The possibilities of the day tugged at Wizards mind like a kite tugs on a string. So, although he had been standing for some time at a bus stop, when the bus finally came snorting into sight, he wandered away from the other passengers, letting his feet follow their own inclination.


    When he reached the corner of Yesler Way, he turned and followed it downhill, toward the bay. The sidewalk was as busy as the narrow crowded street, but Wizard still halted in the middle of it, forcing the flow of pedestrians to part and go around him. He gazed up fondly at the peak of the Smith Tower. A merry little flag fluttered from the tip of its tall white tower. Mr L C Smith, grown rich from manufacturing typewriters, had constructed the tower to be the tallest building west of the Mississippi. The flagpole had been added in an attempt to retain that title for a little longer. The tower was no longer the tallest, of course, but its proud lines gave Wizard the moral courage to pass the notorious structure known as the Sinking Ship parking garage. This was a triangular monstrosity of grey concrete wedged between Yesler and James Street. When one considered it as a memorial to the Occidental and the Seattle, the two old hotels torn down to allow for its construction, it became even more depressing. The hills steepness always made it appear that the garage was foundering and would vanish into the earth tomorrow, but, alas, it never did. Wizard hurried past it.


    Safely beyond it, he slipped back into a stroll again, gazing around himself and taking more than a minor satisfaction in knowing his city so well. He knew it not as a common street survivor might, but as a connoisseur of landmarks and their history. How many skid row denizens, he wondered, of all the skid rows across the nation, knew that Seattle had boasted the original Skid Road, after which all others were named? From the hills above the city, logs had once skidded down that nearly vertical street to Yeslers Sawmill. Living conditions in the area had been so poor that an eastern reporter had taken his impressions and the name Skid Road home, to coin a brand new clich.


    Wizard passed under the grey thunder of the Alaskan Way Viaduct with a small claustrophobic shudder, and emerged into the sun, wind, and sea smell of Alaskan Way South. He turned north and plodded up the waterfront, watching the tugs, ferries, and gulls with equal interest. Ye Olde Curiosity Shop. That was what was luring him. He hadnt chatted with Sylvester for days; the old coot would be wondering where he was.


    By the time he reached the glass doors of the shop, he was just chilled enough that the warmth of the interior made his ears tingle. He stood, rubbing the chill from his fingers, and let his eye rove over the shop. It was a marvellous place. It was so crammed that not one more item could be packed into it, yet each time Wizard dropped by, something new had been added. The place was a cross between a museum and a shop, with rarities on display, and bargains for browsers. The aisles were cluttered with machines that, for a single shiny coin, would let you test your strength, find your weight, take a peek at the lady in her bath, or hear the nickelodeon tunes of the olden days. For fifty cents, another machine would squish a penny into a souvenir of the shop. One could buy postcards and shells and knick-knacks and jewellery, carvings and pottery, toys and trinkets. Suspended from the rafters were trophies of the seas, including a mermaids body. But Wizard walked past all of these fascinating things, straight to the back of the shop.


    The very best things were in the back of the shop. The shrunken heads were here, and the ancient skulls in glass cases. A baby pig with two heads was pickled in a large jar atop a player piano. To the left of this piano was a Gypsy fortune-teller holding her tarot cards and waiting for the drop of a dime to deal out your fortune card to you. To the right of the player piano was Sylvester.


    So hows it going, old man? Wizard greeted him softly.


    Sylvester gave a dry cough and began, It was a hot and dusty day


    Wizard listened, politely nodding. It was the only story Sylvester had to tell, and Wizard was one of the few who could hear it. Wizard looked through the glass into the dark holes behind the dry eyelids and caught the gleam of his dying emotions. The bullet hole was still plainly visible upon Sylvesters ribby chest; his dessicated arms were still crossed, holding in the antique pain. His small brown teeth showed beneath his dry moustache. Sylvester was one of the best naturally preserved mummies existent in the western United States. It said so right on the placard beside his display case. Sylvester had met with success in death, if not in life. One could buy postcards and pamphlets that told all about him. They told everything there was to know, except who he had been, and why he had died in the sandy wastes from a bullet wound. And those secrets were the ones he whispered to Wizard, speaking in a voice as dry and dusty as his unmarked grave had been, in words so soft they barely passed the glass that separated them. Wizard stood patiently listening to the old tale, nodding his head slightly.


    Sylvester was not alone. There was another mummy in a glass case next to his, her shrivelled loins modestly swathed in an apron. She listened to Sylvester speak to Wizard with her mouth agape in aristocratic disdain for his uncouthness. She had died of consumption and been entombed in a cave. She still wore her burial stockings and shoes. Privately Wizard did not think her as well preserved as Sylvester, but she was definitely more conscious of social niceties.


    Sylvester finished his account, and Wizard stood nodding in grave commiseration. Suddenly, raucous laughter burst out behind him. Wizard gave a startled jump, and turned to find that two teenage girls had slipped a coin into Laughing Jack. The runty little sailor with the fly on his nose and the cigarette dangling from his lips guffawed on and on, swaying in the force of his hilarity and wringing answering giggles from the girls. The girls had eyes as bright as young fillies. They were incredibly young, even for a bright October day in Seattle. Wizard could only marvel at it. When the coin ran out and Jack was mercifully still, they stepped up to Estrella the Gypsy.


    Oh, I did her before. Come on, Nance. Thats a dumb one. She just gives you this little printed card.


    Its my dime, Nance declared loudly, and slipped the coin in the slot. Estrella lifted her proud head. She gave the girls a piercing look and then began to scan the tarot cards before her. She made a few mystic passes and a small white card dropped from a slot in the machine. Estrella bowed her head and was still. Nance picked up the card. Haltingly, she began to read Estrellas prophecies aloud. Your greatest fault is that you talk too much. Learn to 


    Geez, Nance! You coulda learned that from me and saved your dime! Her friend rolled her eyes, and with much giggling the two girls departed, Nance waving the little black and white printed card before her like a fan. Wizard shook his head slightly after them. Sylvester breathed a small and dusty sigh. Estrella lifted her head and gave Wizard a slow wink. A second card emerged from the slot.


    Wizard stooped cautiously to take it up. He glanced at the brightly painted tarot card in his hand, and then peered sharply at Estrella. But she was as still as a painted dummy, her eyes cast modestly downward. Wizard stared at his card. It was more than twice the size of the one the girls had received. Depicted on one side in gaudy colours was a man, caught by one heel in a rope snare and dangling upside down. Wizard was fascinated. Slowly he turned the card over. In ornate letters of dark red was printed A WARNING! That was all. Estrella wouldnt meet his eyes, and Sylvester gave a hollow groan. Even the pickled piglet in its glass jar squirmed uncomfortably.


    Wizard tucked the card into his shirt pocket and gave a farewell nod to Sylvester. The wind hit him as he emerged from the shop, pushing him boisterously as it rushed past him. He strode down the street, letting the exercise warm him. A tiny pang reminded him that he had not yet eaten today. Time to take care of that. He heard the approaching rumble of a bus. Tucking his shopping bag firmly under one arm, he sprinted to the stop just ahead of it.


    The bus gusted up to the stop and flung its door open before him. Wizard ascended the steps and smiled at the bus driver who stared straight ahead. He found a seat halfway down the aisle and sat looking out the window. Cannot rival for one hour Octobers bright blue weather, he quoted softly to himself with satisfaction. He stared out the window.


    The bus nudged into its next stop and five passengers boarded. The four women took seats together at the back, but the old man worked his slow way down the aisle to stop beside Wizards seat. Wizard felt his presence and turned to look at him. The old man nodded gravely and arranged himself carefully in the seat as the bus jerked away from the kerb. The old man nodded to the sway of the bus, but didnt speak until Wizard had turned to stare out the window again.


    My boy isnt coming home from college for Thanksgiving this year. Says he cant afford it, and when we said wed pay, he said he needed the time to study. Can you beat that? So I asked him, What are Mother and I supposed to do, eat a whole turkey by ourselves? So he said, Why dont you have chicken instead? No understanding. Hes our youngest, you see. The others are all long moved away.


    Wizard nodded as he turned to look at the old man, but he was staring at the back of the next seat. As soon as Wizard turned back to the window, he started it again.


    Our second girl had a baby last spring. But she wont come either. Says she wants to have their first Thanksgiving together, just her family alone. So when I said, Well, arent we family, too? she just said, Oh, Daddy, you know how small our place is. By the time you drove clear down here for Thanksgiving, youd have to spend the night, and I just dont have any place to put you. Can you beat that? The old man gave a weary cough. Eldest boys in Germany, you know. Stationed there fourteen months now, and only three letters. Phoned us three weeks ago, though. And when his mother asked him why he didnt write to us, he says, Oh, Mom, you know how it is. You know I love you, even if I dont find time to write. After he hangs up, she says to me, Yes, I know he loves us, but I wish I could feel him love us. Its for her I mind. Not so much for me. Kids were always a damn nuisance anyway, but it hurts her when they dont call or write.


    The bus pulled into Wizards stop. He kept his seat with his jaw set against the grumbling of his stomach. As soon as the bus lurched forward again, the old man resumed.


    I guess I wasnt around that much when they were growing up. I guess I didnt put as much into them as she did; maybe I didnt give them as much as I should have. So perhaps its only fitting that they arent around when Im feeling my years. But what about Mother? She gave them her years, and now they leave her alone. Can you beat that?


     Just as the old mans voice trailed out, the Knowing came to Wizard. He always wondered how the talkers knew to come to him, how they sensed that he had something to tell them. Even Cassie had no answer to that question. Every stick has two ends, she had mumbled when he had asked her. Mumbo-jumbo! he had replied derisively. But now he had something for the old man, and it must be delivered. He took his eyes from the window, to stare at the seat back with the old man. He whispered as huskily as a priest giving absolution in a confessional.


    Buy the turkey and the trimmings. Tell her that with or without kids at the table, you wouldnt miss her holiday cooking. Your eldest son got some leave time, and hell be flying in from Germany. But he wants to surprise her. So keep it to yourself, but be ready to go to the airport on Thanksgiving morning. Dont spill the beans, now.


    He never looked at Wizard. At the next stop the old man rose and made his slow way to the door in the side of the bus. Wizard watched him go and wished him well. At the next stop he hopped off himself and went looking for the right sort of restaurant.


    It took him a moment to get his bearings, and then he recalled a little place he had used before. He mussed his hair slightly, took his newspaper from his shopping bag and tucked it under his arm, and clutched the plastic bag by its handle. His stomach made him hurry the block and a half to the remembered location.


    With a flash of light and a roar of wind, he appeared in the door of the restaurant. A secretary hurrying through her half-hour lunch break paused with her burger halfway to her lips. Framed by a rectangle of bright blue October, the man in the door blazed blue and white and gold. A strange little squirt of extra blood shot through her heart at the sight of him. Wasnt he the illustration of the wandering prince from some half-forgotten book in her childhood? Sunlight rested on his hair like a mothers fond benediction. He was too vital and sparkling for her to break her stare away.


    Then the tinted glass door on its pneumatic closer eased shut behind him, revealing to her the cheat. Bereft of wind and sun at his back, the man who had seemed to fill the doorway was only slightly taller than average. The gold highlights on his hair faded to a brown tousle; even this boyishness was denied by a sprinkling of grey throughout it. His lined and weathered face contradicted his youthful stance and easy walk. Just some smalltime logger from Aberdeen who had wandered into Seattle for a day of shopping. His longsleeved wool shirt was a subdued blue plaid; thermal underwear peeked out the open collar. Dark brown corduroy slacks sheathed his long legs. The blue spark of fascination in his eyes was only something she had imagined. When the secretary realized her gaze was being returned with interest, she stared past him, scowling slightly, and returned to her hamburger. Wizard shrugged and strolled to the end of the line at the counter.


    Once in line, he took the folded Seattle Times from under his arm and stuffed it into the top of his plastic shopping bag. He scanned the restaurant expectantly. The place was an elegantly disguised cafeteria. The tables had donned red-checked cloths and boasted small guttering candles in little red hobnail holders. Their dimmed gleam was augmented by the shining fluorescent light over the stainless steel salad bar. The girl clearing tables wore a lacy little apron and a dainty starched cap. But the fine masquerade was betrayed by the metal dispenser for paper napkins on the condiment bar, and the swing-front plastic trash containers that crouched discreetly beneath potted plants. Wizard was not deceived. He caught the glance of a small girl seated at a corner table with her brother and parents. His face lit when he spotted her. With a broad grin and a wink, he reduced her to giggles.


    Ready to order, sir, the cashier informed him. Her square plastic name tag introduced her as Nina Cashier Trainee.


    Coffee. He tried a melting smile on her, but she was too nervous to thaw. He jingled the change in his pocket as her finger wiped his order into her machine.


    You want that to go, she told him.


    No, Ill drink it here. He refocused the smile on her. Its pretty nippy outside.


    She mustered an uncertain authority. You cant sit in a booth with just coffee and be alone. She gabbled the words as her pen jabbed up at a sign posted high above anyones eye level. In stout black letters it proclaimed LONE PATRONS OR PERSONS ORDERING LESS THAN $1.50 EACH ARE NOT PERMITTED TO SIT IN BOOTHS BETWEEN 11:00 AND 2:00 PM, DUE TO LIMITED TABLE SPACE. THE MANAGEMENT REGRETS THIS NECESSARY MEASURE IN OUR EFFORTS TO KEEP OUR PRICES LOW. So did Wizard. The sign had not been there last month.


    But Im not alone, Miss Nina. His use of her name unbalanced her. Im joining some friends. Looks like Im a bit late. He winked at the little girl in the corner booth, and she squirmed delightedly. Isnt the kid a doll? Her mom looked just like that when we were kids.


     Nina hastily surrendered, barely glancing at the child. A real cutie. Fifty-seven cents, please. Help yourself to refills from our bottomless pot.


    I always do. He pushed mixed coins onto the counter to equal exactly fifty-seven cents. I used to be a regular here, but the service got so bad I quit coming in. With people like you working here, maybe Ill become a regular again.


    For an instant a real person peered out of her eyes at him. He received a flash of gratitude. He smiled at her and let the tension out of her bunched shoulders. She served him steaming coffee in a heavy white mug. He let her forget him completely as she turned to her next customer.


    Wizard took his mug to the condiment counter. He helped himself to three packets of cream substitute and six packets of sugar, a plastic spoon, and four napkins. He sauntered casually over to the corner booth where the small girl and her brother pushed their food about on their plates as their parents lingered over coffee. He halted just short of intruding on them and allowed himself a few silent moments to make character adjustments. Turning the facets of your personality until an appropriate one is face up was how Cassie described it when she had taught him how. Prepared, he took the one more pace that put him within their space, and waited for the husband to look up. He did so quickly, his brown eyes narrowing. The muscles in his thick neck bunched as the man hiked his shoulder warningly, and set down his coffee mug to have his fists free. Very territorial, Wizard decided. He smiled ingratiatingly, cocking his head like a friendly pup.


    Hi! he ventured in an uncertain voice. He cleared his throat and shifted his feet awkwardly. A country twang invaded his voice. I, uh, I hate to intrude, but I wonder if I could share your table. Im waiting for my lady friend.


    Then wait at an empty table, the man growled. His wife looked both apprehensive and intrigued.


    Uh, I would, but, well, look, its like this. The first time I ever took her out, we wound up here, sitting at this table until three in the morning. Since then, weve always sat here whenever we come in. And well, today is kind of special. I think Im going to, you know, ask her. I got the ring and the whole bit. He patted his breast pocket with a mixture of pride and embarrassment. His soft voice was awed at his own boldness.


    The seated man was not moved. Buzz off, he growled, but his wife reached quickly to cover his hand with hers.


    Come on, Ted, show a little sense of romance. What harm can it do? Were nearly finished anyway.


    Well She squeezed his hand warmly as she smiled at him. Teds hackles went down. I guess its okay. Ted gave a snort of harsh laughter. But maybe Id be doing you a bigger favour if I refused. Look how they get, once you marry em. Changing my mind before I can even decide. Yeah, sit! Ted pointed commandingly at the end of the booth bench, and Wizard dropped into it obediently. He leaned his shopping bag carefully against the seat, and smiled with a shy tolerance at Teds rough joking.


    Well, you know how it is, sir. Ive been thinking its about time I took the step. Im not a spring chicken anymore. I want to do this thing while I still got the time to get me some pretty babies like yours and be a daddy to them. He spoke with a farm boys eloquence.


     Hell, aint never too old for that, long as you find a woman young enough! Ted laughed knowingly.


    Yessir, Wizard agreed, but he blushed and looked aside as he did so. Ted took pity on him. Poor sucker couldnt keep his eyes off the door, let alone make conversation. Eat up, kids. I want to be on the road before the traffic hits, and your mom still has three more places she wants to spend my money.


    Oh, Ted! the woman protested, giving their visitor a sideways glance to assure him that women were not as bad as Ted painted them. The stranger smiled back at her with his eyes, his mouth scarcely moving. Then his eyes darted back to the door.


    Ted pushed his plate away. Leaning back into the booth seat, he lit a cigarette. Finish your lunch, kids, he repeated insistently, a trace of annoyance coming into his voice. Clean up those plates.


    The boy looked down at his hamburger in despair. It had been neatly cut into two halves for him. He had managed to eat most of one piece. Im full, Dad, he said softly, as if fearful of being heard. His sister pushed her salad plate aside boldly. Cant we have dessert before we go? she pleaded loudly.


    No! snapped Ted. And you, Timmy, just dig into that food. It cost good money and I want it eaten. Now, not next week!


    I cant! Timmy despaired. Im full! If I eat anymore, Im gonna throw up.


    Teds move was so casual it had to be habit. His right hand, with the cigarette in it, stayed relaxed, but his left became a claw that seized Timmys narrow shoulder. It squeezed. If I get that throw-up bit one more time, you are going to regret it. I said eat, boy, and I meant it. Clean up that plate, or Ill clean you up.


    Cold tension rushed up from the children. The little girl made herself smaller. She took a carrot stick in both hands, like a chipmunk, and quickly nibbled it down. She refused to look at her father or brother. The boy Timmy had ceased trying to squirm away from Teds white-knuckled grip. He picked up his hamburger half and tried to finish it. His breath caught as he tried to chew, sounding like weeping, but no tears showed on his tight face.


    The womans face flushed with embarrassment, but Ted was too focused on his dominance to care if he caused a scene. The stranger was oblivious, anyway. His long narrow hand had fallen to the table, where he toyed with the candle in its scarlet holder. He lifted it and swirled it gently, watching the flame gutter and leap as the wax washed around the wick.


    Its a very big hamburger for such a small boy. The stranger did not speak in his self-effacing country twang. His tone made him an interloper at the table, drew Teds eyes to him and refocused his anger. Wizards eyes met his. Their stares locked. Wizards eyes blazed an unnatural electric blue. Abruptly he switched his gaze to Timmy. Teds startled gaze followed his.


    Wizard had continued to toy with the candle. The light from his candle faded, then leaped up with a white intensity. It became the only important light in the dimmed restaurant. It licked over the boys face, playing games with his features. His round childs chin jutted into the firm jaw of a young man; his small nose lengthened; the brows on the ridges above his eyes thickened, and deepened the eyes themselves into a mans angry stare. The anger and hurt in his face were not the emotions of a wilful brat. Ted was looking into the eyes of a young man being forced to act against his own judgement and resenting it keenly. One day he would have to justify himself to that man. His hand dropped limply from his sons shoulder.


    The candle flickered down, but Teds vision did not pass. How long since he had last looked at this boy? There had been a baby, like an annoying possession, and then a toddler, like an unruly domestic pet. They were gone. This was a small person. Someday he would have to confront him as an adult. Teds jaw gave a single quiver, then stiffened again. Wizard set the candle down on the table.


    If youre full, Tim, dont eat the damn thing. But next time, tell me before I order it for you. Itll save us both a hell of a lot of trouble. Ted leaned forward angrily to grind out his cigarette on the untouched hamburger half. Wizard flinched slightly, but made no remark. The woman was looking from face to face in consternation. A message had passed, a change had been wrought; she knew it, but she also knew she had missed it. She began helping her daughter into her coat. She gave the stranger a long look from the corners of her eyes. He met it full face and nodded to acknowledge her uneasiness. Ted was moving to leave, almost fleeing. She rose and gathered her purse and bags. Nodding to the stranger, she managed, Best of luck to both of you.


    And to you, also, Wizard replied gravely. He watched them walk to the door, the girl holding her mothers hand, the boy walking out of his fathers reach. They would need more than his luck wish. He gave a small sigh for them, and turned his attention to more immediate matters. Nina was busy taking orders; the aproned girl had just carried a tub of dirty dishes back to the dishroom. Wizard assembled his lunch.


    Only the top of Tims hamburger had been fouled. He discarded it and placed the rest on the womans plate beside the handful of crisply dark french fries she had rejected. Both the children had been served from the salad bar. Their two plates were a trove of broccoli spears, cauliflower florets, sweet pickles, and garbanzo beans. They had devoured the more prosaic radishes and carrot sticks, but left these adult-bestowed vegetables for him. Teds plate donated a wedge of garlic toast, one corner slightly sogged with spaghetti sauce, and two sprigs of parsley. Not a feast, he reflected, but certainly far from famine. And he needed it. The candle business had drained his reserve energies. It hadnt been wise. If Cassie heard of it, shed call him a meddler, even as her eyes sparkled with the fun of it.


    He ate without haste, but he did not dawdle. He had to remember that he was the man who had arrived late for a lunch date. No reason to rush. In the course of his meal, he refilled his mug four times, feeling with pleasure the hot rush of caffeine that restored him. During his fifth and final cup, he neatly stacked the dishes out of the way. He drew his newspaper from his shopping bag, folded it to the want ads and studied it with no interest. He had possessed the paper for several days now. It was beginning to look a little worn; best replace it today. So essential a prop was not to be neglected.


    As he gazed unseeing at the dense black type, he reviewed his morning. The Celestial Seasonings Sampler was the high point today. He had found the box of tea bags in the dumpster in the alley behind the health food store. The corner of the box was crushed, but the tea bags were intact in their brightly coloured envelopes. The same dumpster had yielded four Sweet and Innocent honey candy suckers, smashed, but still in their wrappers. In a dumpster four blocks away, he had found two packets of tall candles, each broken in several places, but still quite useful. An excellent morning. The magic was flowing today, and the light was still before him.


    Wizard drained his mug and set it on the table. With a sigh he folded his paper and slipped it once more into his shopping bag. The bag itself was an exceptionally good one, of stout plastic and solid green, except for the slogan, SEATTLE, THE EMERALD CITY. It, too, had come to him just this morning. Rising, he glanced around the place and left his best wishes upon it.


    He paused at the pay phone on the way out, to put the receiver to his ear, then hit the coin return and check the chute. Nothing. Well, he could not complain. Magic was not what it once had been. It was spread thinner these days; one had to use it as it came, and never quite trust all ones weight to it. Nor lose faith in it.


    He stepped back into October and the blueness of the day fell on him and wrapped him. The brightness of it pushed his eyes down and to one side, to show him a glint between the tyre of a parked car and the kerb. He stooped for a shining silver quarter. Now, two more of these, and a dime, and he could have his evening coffee in Elliott Bay Caf, under the bookstore. He slipped it into his shirt pocket. He took two steps, then suddenly halted. He slapped his pocket, and then stuck his fingers inside it and felt around. The tarot card was gone. Worry squirmed inside him. He banished it. The magic was running right today, and he was Wizard, and all of the Metro Ride Free Zone was his domain. He believed he would find two more quarters and a dime today.


    A sidewalk evangelist with a fistful of pamphlets caught at his arm. Sir, do you know the price of salvation in Seattle today? He flapped his flyers in Wizards face.


    No, Wizard replied honestly. But the price of survival is the price of a cup of coffee. He pulled free effortlessly of the staring man, and strolled toward the bus stop.

  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Rasputin sunned himself on the bench, making October look like June. He was wearing sandals, and between the leather straps his big feet were as scuffed and grey as an elephants hide. His blue denims were raggedy at the cuffs, and the sleeves of his sweatshirt had been cut off unevenly. His eyes were closed, his head nodding gently to the rhythm of his music, one long-fingered hand keeping graceful time. Black and Satisfied, Wizard titled him. Blending in with the bench squatters like a pit bull in a pack of fox hounds. The benches near him were conspicuously empty of loiterers. Wizard shook his head over him as he sat down at the other end of the bench.


    Rasputin didnt stir. Reaching into a pocket, Wizard drew out a crumpled sack of popcorn fragments. He leaned forward to scatter a handful. Rasputin shifted slightly at the fluttering sound of pigeon wings as a dozen or so birds came immediately to the feed.


    Dont let them damn pests be shitting on me, he warned Wizard laconically.


    Wouldnt dream of it. Dont you think you should carry a radio or something?


    What for? So folks would quit looking for my headphones? Aint my fault they cant hear the real music. They too busy covering it up with their own noises.


    Wizard nodded and threw another handful of popcorn. Rasputins hand danced lazily on the back of the bench. Muscles played smoothly under his sleek skin, sunlight played smoothly over it. The day arched above them, and Wizard could have dreamed with his eyes open. Instead, he asked, So what brings you to Pioneer Square?


    My feet, mostly. Rasputin grinned feebly. Im looking for Cassie. Got a present for her. New jump rope song. Heard it just the other day.


    Wizard nodded sagely. He knew Cassie collected jump rope songs and clapping rhymes. Lets hear it.


    Rasputin shook his head slowly in a graceful counterpoint to the dance of his hand. A passerby slowed down to watch him, then scurried on. No way, man. Not going to repeat it here. Sounded new, and real potent in a way I dont like. Gonna tell it to Cassie, but Im not going to spread it around. Wont catch me fooling with magic not mine to do. Rasputins words took on the cadence of his concealed dance, becoming near a chant. Wizard had known him to speak in endless rhymes, or fall into the steady stamp of iambic pentameter when the muse took him. But today he broke out of it abruptly, the rhythm of his hand suddenly changing. A grin spread over his face slowly as he gestured across the square to where a woman in a yellow raincoat had just emerged from a shop.


    See her? Walking like rain trickling down a window glass? She makes love in a waltz rhythm. A black hand waltzed on its fingertips on the bench between them. Wizard glanced from it to the tall, graceful woman crossing the square.


    That doesnt seem possible, he observed after a perusal of her swinging stride.


     The best things in this life are the ones that arent possible, my friend. Sides, would I lie to you? You dont believe me, you just go ask her. Just walk right on up and say, My friend Rasputin says you can make a mans eyes roll back in his head while your thighs play the Rippling River Waltz. You go ask her.


    No thanks, Wizard chuckled softly. Ill take your word for it.


    Dont have to, man. Shes one generous lady. Picked me up off the bus one rainy night, took me home and taught me to waltz horizontal. Kept me all night, fed me breakfast, and put me out with her cat when she left for work. Best night of my life.


    You never went back?


    Some things dont play well the second time around; only a fool takes a chance at ruining a perfect memory. Sides, I wasnt invited. Kinda lady she is, she does all the asking. All a man can say to her is yes, please and thank you kindly. Thats all.


    Wizard shifted uncomfortably on the bench. This kind of talk made him uneasy, stirring places in him better left dormant. So youre looking for Cassie, he commented inanely, looking for a safer topic.


    Rasputin gave a brief snort of laughter. Did I say that? Stupid way to put it. No sense looking for her. No, Im just waiting to be found. Shell know I got something for her, and shell come to find me. Dont you know that about her by now? Think on it. You ever been looking for Cassie and found her? No. Just about the time you give up looking and sit down someplace, who finds you? Cassie. Aint that right?


     Yeah. He chuckled slightly at the truth of it. So what you been doing lately?


    I just told you. Getting laid, and listening to jump rope songs in the park. How bout you?


    Wizard shrugged. Not much of anything. Little magics, mostly. Told a crying kid where hed lost his lunch money. Went to visit Sylvester. Saw an old man hurting on a street corner. Asked him the time, the way to Pike Place Market, and talked about the weather until he had changed his mind about stepping in front of the next bus. Was standing in front of the Salvation Army Store and a man drove up and handed me a trenchcoat and a pair of boots. Boots didnt fit, so I donated them. Trenchcoat did, so I kept it. Listened to a battered woman on the public dock until she talked herself into going to a shelter instead of going home. Listened to an old man whose daughter wanted him to put his sixteen-year-old dog to sleep. Told him Bullshit! Old dog sat and wagged his tail at me all through it. Thats about it.


    Rasputin was grinning and shaking his head slowly. What a life! How do you do it, Wizard?


    I dont know, the other man replied in a soft, naive voice, and they both laughed together as at an old joke.


    I mean, Rasputins voice was thick and mellow as warm honey, how you keep going? Look how skinny you getting lately! Bet Cassie dont appreciate that in the sack; be like sleeping with a pile of kindling.


    Wizard shot Rasputin a suddenly chill look. I dont sleep with Cassie.


    The big man wasnt taking any hints. No, I wouldnt either. No time for sleeping with something that warm and soft up against you. You dont know how many times Euripides and I sat howling at the moon for her. Then you come along, and she falls into your lap. Her eyes get all warm when they touch you. First time she brought you to me, I saw it. Oh, oh, I say to myself, here come Cassie, mixing business with pleasure. Now you telling me, oh, no, aint really nothing between us. You sure you wouldnt be telling me a lie? An easy, teasing question.


    I dont do that. Wizards voice was hard.


    Dont do what? Rasputin teased innocently. Screw or tell lies?


    I tell lies only to stay alive. I tell the Truth when its on me. Ice and fire in his voice, warning the black wizard.


    Say what? Rasputin sat up straight on the bench, and his fingers suddenly beat a dangerous staccato rhythm on the bench back. Wizard felt his strength gather in his shoulders and watched the play of muscles in the black hand and wrist on the bench back. He felt the edge and dragged himself back from it. This man was his friend. He forced his voice into a casual scale.


    Remember who youre talking to, Rasputin. Im the man who knows the Truth about people, and when they ask me, Ive got to tell them. I have my own balancing points for my magic. One of them is that I dont touch women. I dont touch anyone.


    That so? the black wizard asked sceptically. Wizard looked at him stony-eyed. You poor, stupid bastard, Rasputin said softly, more to himself than to his friend. Drawing the circle that shuts it out. He flopped back into his earlier, careless pose, but his dancing fingers jigged on the bench back, and Wizard felt his awareness digging at him.


    The pigeons roared up suddenly around them, their frantically beating wings swishing harshly against Wizards very face. Cassie stood before them, slender and smiling. She was very plain today, dressed all in dove grey from her shoes to the softly draped cloth of her dress. Her hair was an unremarkable brown, her features small and regular. But when she flashed Wizard her smile, the blue voltage of her eyes stunned him. She proffered him a couple of grey tail feathers. Nearly had myself a pigeon pie for tonight, she teased, tossing the feathers in his face. Wizard winced, fearing there was more truth in her jest than he approved. Come on, she cajoled, sitting down between the men. If lions are majestic and wolves are noble and tigers are princely, whats so cruddy about a person who snags a few pigeons for a meal now and then?


    She bent suddenly to wipe a smudge from her shoe, and Rasputin grabbed Wizards eyes over her bent back. Stupid shit! he mouthed silently at Wizard, but composed his face quickly as Cassie sat up between them. She gave her brown bobbed hair a shake, and the scent of wistaria engulfed Wizard and threatened to sweep him away. But she had fixed those eyes on Rasputin and pinned him to the bench. Give it to me! she demanded instantly.


    Right here? His reluctance wasnt feigned. Its a heavy one, Cassie. Bad. I didnt like hearing it, and I dont like repeating it.


    All the more reason I should have it. Out with it.


    It was these two cute little girls, one in pigtails, down in Gas Works Park, and they were jumping rope, and I was hardly listening, cause they was doing all old ones, you know, like I like coffee, I like tea, I like boys, why dont they like me? and Queen Bee, come chase me, all around my apple tree


     Oldies! Cassie snorted. Get to the good stuff.


    It didnt sound so good to me. All of a sudden, one starts a new one. Scared the shit out of me. Billy was a sniper, Billy got a gun, Billy thought killing was fun, fun fun. How many slopes did Billy get? One, two, three, four Rasputins voice trailed off in a horrified whisper. Wizards nails dug into his palms. The day turned a shade greyer, and Cassie rubbed her hands as if they pained her.


    It has to come out somewhere, Cassie sighed, ripping the stiff silence. All the horrors come out somewhere, even the ones no one can talk about. Look at child abuse. You know this one, so it doesnt bother you anymore. But think about it. Down by the ocean, down by the sea, Johnny broke a bottle and blamed it on me. I told Ma, Ma told Pa, and Johnny got a licking with a ha, ha, ha! How many lickings did Johnny get? One, two, three, and on and on, for as long as little sister or brother can keep up with the rope. Or Ring around a Rosie that talks about burning bodies after a plague. Believe in race memory. It comes out somewhere.


    When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall, whispered Wizard.


    Take the key and lock her up, Rasputin added.


    The day grew chillier around them, until a pigeon came to settle on Wizards knee. He stroked its feathers absently and then sighed for all of them. Kids games, he mused. Kids songs.


    Jump rope songs theyll still be singing a hundred years from now, Cassie said. But its better it comes out there than to have it sealed up and forgotten. Because when folks try to do that, the thing they seal up just finds a new shape, and bulges out uglier than ever.


     What do you do with those jump rope songs, anyway? Rasputin demanded, his voice signalling that hed like the talk to take a new direction.


    Cassie just smiled enigmatically for a moment, but then relented. Theres power in them. I can tap that magic, I can guide it. Think of this. All across the country, little girls play jump rope. Sometimes little boys, too. Everywhere the chanting of children, and sometimes the rhymes are nationally known. A whole country of children, jumping and chanting the same words. Theres a power to be tapped there, a magic not to be ignored. The best ones, of course, are the simple, safe-making ones.


    Like?


    Didnt you ever play jump rope? Like Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, turn around. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, touch the ground. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, go upstairs. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say your prayers. Teddy Bear, Teddy Bear, say good-night. Good night!


    The last words she shouted as gleefully as any child ever did. Both men jumped, then smiled abashedly at one another. The simple words were full, not of awe-inspiring power, but of glowing energy. When Cassie chanted them, her voice made them a song to childhood and innocence, suggesting the womans magic she wielded so well. Wizard and Rasputin exchanged glances, nodding at the sudden freeness in the sky and the fresh calm that settled over them. They settled back onto the bench.


    Something bads come to Seattle, Cassie announced suddenly.


    Rasputin and Wizard stiffened again. Rasputins feet began to keep time with his hand, to dance away the threat that hovered. Wizard sat very still, looking apprehensive and feeling strangely guilty.


    What you want to be saying things like that for? the black wizard abruptly complained. Nice enough day, we all come together for some talk, like we hardly ever do, I bring you a new jump rope song, and then you go Boogie-boo! at us. Why get us all spooked up when we just got comfortable?


    Oh, bullshit! Cassie disarmed him effortlessly. You knew it when you came. That jump rope song scared the shit out of you. You knew it didnt mean anything good when kids in the city start singing stuff like that. So you brought it to me to hear me say how bad it was. Well, its bad.


    Just one little jump rope song!


    Omens and portents, my dear Rasputin. I have seen the warnings written in the graffiti on the overpasses and carved on the bodies of the young punkers. There are signs in the entrails of the gutted fish on the docks, and ill favours waft over the city.


    Just a strong wind from Tacoma, Rasputin tried to joke, but it fell flat. The small crowd of pigeons that had come to cluster at Wizards feet rose suddenly, to wheel away in alarm. Startled at nothing.


    What kind of trouble, Cassie? Wizard asked.


    You tell me, she challenged quietly.


    Ho, boy! Rasputin breathed out. Think Im gonna dance me off to somewhere else. Give a holler when the shit settles, Cassie. Ill tell the Space Needle you said hi!


    She nodded her good-byes as Wizard sat silent and stricken. Rasputin stroked off across the cobbled square, his gently swaying hips and shoulders turning his walk into a motion as graceful as the flight of a sea bird. He vanished slowly among the parked cars and moving pedestrians. Wizard was left sitting beside Cassie. Her body made him uneasy. It had taken him a long time to accept that every time he saw Cassie she would be a different person. Today she seemed too young and vibrantly feminine, radiating a femaleness that had nothing to do with weakness or docility. He wished she had come as the bag lady, or the retired nurse, or the straggly-haired escapee from the rest home. Those persons were easier for him to deal with. Looking at her today was like staring into the sun. Yet anyone else passing by their bench might have tagged them as a very nondescript couple. He suddenly wished desperately to be somewhere else, to be someone else. But he was Wizard, and he was sitting beside Cassie, and he felt like a small and scruffy kid in spite of his magic. Or maybe because of it.


    Your den is the storms eye, she said without preamble. Whatever it is, its coming for you. You want to tell me about it, so I can at least warn the rest of us?


    Wizard shook his head, trying to breathe. I cant. Not because I wont, but because I dont know what youre talking about. I mean, I dont know anything about it. Not exactly. Anyone with any magic at all can tell that theres something hanging over the city. But I dont know what it is, and 


    Its coming for you. Cassies voice brooked no denial. There was a chill in it that was not the absence of feelings, but the hard edge of emotions kept in check. Whatever it is, its yours. If it has a balancing point, only you will be able to reach it. The sooner you stop it, the better for us all. But you cant stop it until you give it a name. Do you know what Im saying?


    I know youre scaring the hell out of me.


    Good. Then you do understand. Be on your toes. Keep your rules.


    I do. You know I do. He added the last reproachfully.


    Yes. As I keep mine. I suppose I know that best of all. There was regret in her words. It stung him.


    Cassie. Im not holding out on you. If I knew anything, wouldnt I tell you?


    She leaned back on the bench, not speaking. Silence fell between them. Thin Seattle sunshine, a mixture of yellow and grey, cautiously touched the uneven paving stones. A sea bird flew overhead, too high to be seen against the suns glare, but its mournful cries penetrated the city sounds to echo in Wizards soul. A terrible foreboding built within him, forcing words out.


    There was something, once. Like a hunger, an appetite. Something like that. I dont remember.


    It didnt have a name?


    It was grey, he admitted uneasily.


    So it was. Cassie sighed heavily. So youve told me. Listen, Wizard. If you needed help, youd come to me, wouldnt you?


    Who else would I go to? But youve got something backward, Cassie. I heard about the grey thing from you.


    You did? Well, if you say so, it must have been so. Just remember, Wizard. If you need help, Im your friend. Just let it out that you need me, and Ill come to you. Andit doesnt have to be danger. If you just want some company, thats fine, too. If you just want to see me


    If I need a friend. I know that, Cassie.


     She lifted a slender hand that hovered uncertainly for a moment before falling to gently pat the bench between them. Listen, she said suddenly. You want a story? Ive got a story for you if you want it.


    Sure, he lied, covering his reluctance. He never liked what Cassies stories did for him.


    Cassie settled in. She took a breath, and after a moment
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