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The First Fortune


I.
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The inn’s door latch turned under my hand. Slipping through the opening, I paused for a moment to get a sense of the mood. The familiar noise, the clink of dishware, the twang of a mandoline’s strings being tuned, chatter—low voices passing local news, the occasional ripple of laughter, a shout for the innkeeper, a call for a song—wrapped around me like a cloak. My stomach rumbled as the beguiling scent of freshly baked bread teased me and the heavy undertones of the famed Weis-sur-Wolz stew mocked me. So strong and appealing that I almost tasted broth-soaked bread on my tongue, rich with herbs, spice, and root vegetables. Almost. 

Out of habit, and with something like hope, I checked my pocket for coins. Empty. As usual. But, no matter, I would ask to borrow the mandoline and offer to play a Hilven ballad or a series of Luxen reels to pay for my dinner the way I’d done both before and after I’d left my itinerant family. 

Heat from the room warmed my face. Melting frost dripped from my black mustache. Sneaking in from behind, icy air touched its fingers to the bare skin at the back of my neck. I fought off a shiver. The wind howled. Yanked out of my grasp, the door slammed shut behind me. All eyes turned my way. 

“A wizard,” someone said into the other conversations. And as if the slammed door or the words themselves were a spell of silencing, the room went still. The voices trailing off. The mandoline’s first string humming and then the player’s palm pressing it quiet. Dishware left alone, shushed. 

A frisson of thrill plucked at my spirit. A wizard! Here! 

I knew every legend, every story, and every tale of every wizard. 

From the moment my ears had learned to hear, I’d soaked those stories in through my skin and sent them deeper to imprint upon my heart. How the wizard hopefuls chased and caught the wild, ancient, and obscure magic that would make them a wizard. How they tamed it and put it on in the form of a tunic. How then attired with magic they answered calls by the denizens of the ten domains of the kingdom of Dar: Nethe, Tene, Frysia, Aarth, Hilven, Erte, Guelden, Luxen, Benel, and Dar-en—the last being the capital domain where the palace was—to resolve land disputes, negotiate with weather, cure ills, stop plagues, halt terrors and beasts, and perform great deeds. 

Legends such as the one about Kjeld the Clever who told the heartsick sea its fortune and mediated peace between it and the heartless land who had antagonized it, or Edvar the Victorious who defeated a swarm of denizen-eating manticores thoroughly and unaided, or Stom the Mysterious who was over a thousand years old and spoke with dragons, or Juhl the Seeker who had told the banshee’s fortune and stopped her from crying death to all living things. 

Snow slipped off the tops of my boots and pooled around my feet. As I scanned the floor for a mat or a rag to mop the melted snow, it was my mother’s admonition not to start with a mess that I heard more clearly than the rushing in my ears, more than the silence greeting me. Seeing nothing near the door to use, I pulled a handkerchief out of my dark pants’ pocket—which were soaked from the bottom hems nearly to the knee—and crouched down to dab at the water. 

As I straightened and checked the state of the rest of me, I was pierced with a sharper and more pointed thrill, something a close cousin to panic that raced through me, stirring my blood and making my resident magic dash around within me like a crazed minotaur within its labyrinth. 

For the wizard was I. 

As if it had also just realized this, my tunic tightened at my throat and wrists. Its slate gray material gleamed with a pearled shine in the flickering half-light of the entryway. It fit my form—of unimpressive stature—with tailored precision, its high band collar halfway covering my throat and neck, its sleeves’ hems a richer gray that covered my wrists but did not overextend to the backs of my hands, its length just longer than the waistband of my pants. 

Me, Hol! For I was—against all my dreads and by all the dreams I’d ever had—recently, and still as such a wonderful surprise, a wizard of Dar. 

Is this a usual response? my tunic asked, taking in the room with its wooden beams and high ceiling, its tables littered with dishware and food, its crowded benches, its long, polished wooden bar with the tall and broad innkeeper with her faded brown plaited hair in her sensible long-sleeved shift and apron standing behind it, holding a half-filled tankard, the flickering fires from the multiple fireplaces, and the denizens, young and old, in their fleece-lined doublets and dresses with their glinting eyes turned on me. 

How could I answer? For I had only been a wizard for a number of days. Before that, when I’d been a young man going from domain to domain performing on the mandoline or offering to read palms, bones, tea leaves, or cards using the witchery I’d learned from my mother and grandmother, or helping in the Tene orchards during the citrous harvest, or running down the paved streets of Dar-en from the king’s halberd-wielding guards who liked or didn’t like my comely face, or carrying wares from the artisans of Frysia to the Guelden market, I’d used all the trickery I possessed to either blend in or stand out just far enough to be seen as a novelty to be tried. 

The only wizard I’d ever met in person had been when I was a young len and I’d been too tongue-tied and too awed by his massive size, his malachite-colored tunic, and his curling, dark brown mustache to notice how others received him. 

“Welcome, wizard,” the innkeeper said, finding her tongue. “Don’t you mind the snowmelt. It’s a consequence of the season. There’s no getting around it. Come warm yourself by the fire. Hang your handkerchief to dry. Never mind that. Hand it over to me, and I’ll wash and dry it for you.” 

I stepped further in, the sopping handkerchief in the ball of my hand, and moved toward a table near one of the fireplaces.

Weaving between benches and tables, the innkeeper brought over a tankard of beer and a bowl of Weis-sur-Wolz stew, elbowed two lens to the end of the bench, set the tankard and bowl down, took the handkerchief from me, and pushed me to sit. 

“Thank you,” I said, wrapping my hands around the bowl, feeling the heat seep in to warm my frozen fingers. At the scent of spiced vegetables and the sight of the slab of bread sticking up out of the stew, my stomach rumbled again. “I can sing you a Hilven ballad to pay for this.”

The renewed and hushed chatter died again. 

Now what? Did you say something wrong? my tunic asked. Are denizens always like this? I didn’t know they’d be so strange. 

“Are you that newly made then?” the innkeeper asked, pushing another denizen who scooted up and away and taking the place beside me. Slapping my handkerchief down, she leaned in and peered at my mustache. Her hand twitched, and I feared she’d reach out and tug it. 

What does she mean by that? my tunic asked. 

From the opposite side of the table, an old and wrinkled denizen squinted at me through milky eyes. “He looks young,” he said through his toothless gums. “Awful, awful young. Just a wee len barely out of his first britches.”

“Shush, Grand, shush,” the horrified younger denizen next to him whispered, putting her hand on the grand’s arm. “He’s a wizard.”

“They make them awful small then. Back when the grainblights came, we had a wizard come to aid us that was as large as a mountain and powerful enough to save our crops,” the grand said. 

“Shush, Grand! Oh heavens,” the younger one said, casting a terrified look my way. 

Well, I’d never been one of great stature. And neither wizardry nor a tunic would change that. But I smarted a little under the grand’s words. 

There’s nothing wrong with your size, my tunic said, indignant enough to turn hot at the cuffs. And even though my tunic had never been in public before and didn’t have many denizens to judge me against, I was still mollified and grateful to it. 

“Do we have grainblights again?” the grand asked. 

“No, Grand,” the younger one said. “It’s not the season for that.”

“Did we call this wizard?” the grand asked. 

“I don’t know, Grand, we didn’t, but someone might have,” she said, looking for all the kingdom as if she wished I would zap her dead with magic. “Please, shush.”

“Did we call for you?” the innkeeper asked, still very close to me. So close I could smell the flour and yeast that filled the lines and creases of her hands and clung to the material of her clothing. “Are we in trouble of some kind?”

Gathering myself together, remembering the fears of all villages and cities, I smiled and shook my head. “Don’t worry. There’s no trouble that I know of.”

The collective sigh of relief made the room’s flickering firelight seem a bit brighter and the strands of tension running from denizen to denizen to me less laden.

“We welcome wizards,” the innkeeper said. “We welcome them at any time. But it’s not usual for one to come unless there is a reason. We worried then when we saw you.”

“I didn’t mean to alarm you all,” I said. A pang of guilt shot up my spine like a shiver. Perhaps this was why wizards kept to themselves. Perhaps this was why they were known to be taciturn and solitary. 

“Eat,” the innkeeper said, sliding a ladle my way. “Before it goes cold.”

The stew was the best I’d ever had. It tasted so good tears filled my eyes. I’d been living off of scraps for a long time and I hadn’t had a hot meal someone else had cooked in some while. For I’d been busy with the education my tunic had sent me to procure before it would attire me. Learning to read true fortunes from those who knew the art. For three years and three months—from the age of twenty-one to twenty-four—I’d been away from denizen-filled areas. In that time, I hadn’t been lonely, not exactly, not with my tutors and teachers, not with the constant concern about being eaten, drowned, or sent away, but I hadn’t sat at a table with those who might want to hear my voice to speak or sing. Not in a long time. And though I’d been to the village of Weis-sur-Wolz in the domain of Luxen plenty of times, I’d never been to this inn with its fresh cut beams, newly carved and painted sign, and highly polished but unworn wooden bar. I’d never tasted the stew this innkeeper made. 

After a long day of trudging down roads and fields through snow as high as my knees, I’d been enticed by the inn’s firelight and the promise of warmth. Wearied of walking, for I’d been walking since I’d been made a wizard by my tunic. Making my way from the cliffs of Aarth, through the northern corner of Hilven, across Guelden’s lowest mountain, skirting the palace in Dar-en, and ending up in Luxen. For I hadn’t known what else to do. I hadn’t known how to be a wizard. I hadn’t known where to sit and wait for a call for help. I hadn’t known what else to do but wander the kingdom the way I’d done since I was a very young len. With no specific aim in mind, out of old habit, I’d been following one of the routes my family had taken time and again. Even so, the days walking hadn’t been ill spent, they hadn’t been entirely without purpose, for they had given me and my tunic a chance to get used to each other as I wandered and we encamped along the way.

But it was nice to sit in the company of others. Nice to be warm. Nice to feel the emptiness in my stomach fill bit by bit. 

“Legends must speak of your stew,” I said to the innkeeper, pausing with the ladle halfway between the bowl and my mouth. 

“Ah there,” the innkeeper said, flushing. “It’s an old recipe. Anyone can manage it.”

“I doubt that very much,” I said, and meant it with all my heart. 

“We’re a new inn yet,” she added. “But not suffering for it, thanks be given.”

“We’ll make a legend for you, Katja-li,” said one of the lens the innkeeper had pushed to the end of the bench to make room for me, his dark hair tousled and his eyes bright though whether from the effects of beer or mischief I couldn’t quite tell. “Though if my mother hears I’m eating stew other than her own, she’ll like to kill me, then, won’t she?”

The denizens laughed. 

“Legends come later, don’t they, Disler-len? After time has passed, after a denizen has?” Katja-li, the innkeeper, asked the tousle-haired len. “Otherwise, you’d be making them for yourself, about all manner of things, wouldn’t you?”

The denizens laughed again. Disler-len waved them off. “Ah, well, laugh if you will. I’ll make legends just you wait. And if you don’t want them, for yourself or about me, Katja-li, someone else might.”

“Your mother will kill you for that, too,” the len next to Disler-len said, nudging him with an elbow.

The denizens laughed a third time. 

“Well,” I said. “If you have one to speak of, Disler-len, I would hear of your legends.” For though the atmosphere had lightened and the denizens relaxed enough to laugh, that was another sure way to set the concerned at ease with anyone new, wizard or not. “And if you don’t have them formed yet, I imagine that our revered Grand would know a fair few.”

“Ah there,” Katja-li said. “Don’t you get him started, or he’ll never stop, will he?”

Smiling at Katja-li and nodding at the grand, I said, “I’d hear the tale of the wizard who halted the grainblight.” Which I had heard on many occasions. I’d even told it a time or two myself. But it would be one the grand could tell and the rest of the denizens could listen along to or correct him as he told it. “Was it a terrible time then, Grand?” I asked the old denizen. 

“Eh, well, you must be very young to have never heard this,” the grand said. And clutching the handle of his nearly empty tankard, he told the tale. As he spoke, I ate the stew and drank the beer. I listened and laughed. I acted shocked when he got to the part about how the blight had managed to remain unnoticed for so long and nearly ruined the entire crop. I gasped with relief when he told how the wizard drove the grainblight from the land and repaired the grain stalk by stalk. 

When he’d gotten to the end, someone across the room hollered, “Grand, tell the young wizard then the one when the banshees came like a right swarm.”

“Not that one,” another denizen said, groaning. “We’ve only heard it a thousand times.”

“Well, then does the wizard know any we haven’t heard before?” a second asked. 

“You can’t ask a wizard to tell a story,” the grand’s young one said. 

“And why not?” the second asked. 

“I don’t think I can beat your grand with legends,” I said. 

Now that is a straight-up lie, my tunic said, intrigued and thrilled. For I had told it many of the legends that I held within my heart during our days of walking. And while the grand could spin a tale, I could spin one better. 

“But, if your player will lend me her mandoline, I can play you a Hilven ballad that may well be new to you.” 

Oh! my tunic said. 

“We’ll happily hear this,” the denizens said, and they settled their elbows on the tables and put their chins in the palms of their hands. 

Uncurling herself from her place at the top of the room, her cloak a swirl of color, the player unslung the mandoline’s strap from over her shoulder and brought the mandoline to me. 

Putting the fingers of one hand to the frets and the fingers of the other to the strings, I played the ballad of the Curious Li of Trewyn-Thur, which was one of the lesser-known Hilven ballads and was suited especially to my voice. 

As I strummed and sang, I let a bit of resident magic seep out from under my fingernails and slip up the mandoline’s long neck to soak in and keep the tuning true and the strings from breaking. 

When I’d finished the song—not a dry eye in the room—I sang a lighter and very familiar drinking song with a call-and-answer chorus and then followed that with a cheerful Luxen reel that got the young ones up to dance. At the final note, as the dancers flopped back onto benches or down on the floor to sprawl away from the heat of the fires, faces rosy and eyes bright, I handed the mandoline back to the player. 

“Nicely played,” she said. “I’ll use those tunes myself then if that doesn’t trouble you, keeping the memory of you and your voice.”

“You’re welcome to them,” I said. “For songs like legends should be shared. And those are no more my own to keep than the air in this room is mine alone to breathe.”

While the denizens fought over what the player should sing in response to the songs I’d played, Katja-li went from table to table refilling tankards and then, tankard in her own hand, sat by me again. “You’re a right wily one. Look at what you’ve started then. I won’t be able to rid myself of them until dawn now. They’ll sing and dance until they’ve got no voice and no legs, and then they’ll tell stories with what voice they’ve got left.” She gave me a smile and a wink. Then she leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “I think I’ve seen you before without your mustache or your tunic. I think I’ve heard that voice sing a ballad in seasons past. You’ve been to Weis-sur-Wolz a time or two? Would I be right then?”

“You might be,” I said. 

“Ah there, I must be,” Katja-li said, putting a bit of distance between us again, satisfied. “I don’t forget a face, and I never forget a voice.”

“I’m Hol-len,” I said. And then stopped myself. “I am Hol,” I corrected. 

Wizards were called by their name alone and without the li or len suffix. Wizards were usually spoken of by their name and the designator they’d been given as a result of their great deeds. Such as Bjarne the Vengeful or Malthe the Discerning. But I hadn’t yet done any great deeds. My mother had always said she feared if I became a wizard that I would become known as Hol the Proud. But as of yet, I’d done nothing at all. Not a deed, not a spell, not a cure, not a negotiation. All I’d done was walk. Walked and been shocked again and again when my tunic spoke to me or when I caught the slate gray of my tunic’s sleeves out of the corner of my eyes as I moved and remembered I was finally what I’d always dreamed of being. 

“Right then, Hol Wizard,” Katja-li said. “I am Katja-li, as young Disler-len said earlier, innkeeper of the New Inn of Weis-sur-Wolz.”

“Well met, Katja-li, and thank you for the fine dinner and the warm room.”

“Ah there,” she said. “Don’t let it go to my head then.” But this time, when she looked at me, when she gave me that wink a second time, I caught a glimmer deep in the shine of her gray-green eyes. My breath caught. 

Hol! my tunic said, clutching me. Did you see that?

“What?” Katja-li asked, tilting her head. “What is it?”

“I could tell your fortune if that would be an acceptable form of payment,” I said, my heart in my throat. 

“You’re so newly made you don’t even know that wizards don’t pay?” she asked. “Even after you sang for us and that would stand in as overpayment as it were and put me in your debt? And what of the king’s decree against fortunetelling?”

The king, Ebersold the Excellent, made decrees like the starmaker of Tene made the stars that topped the tents of the Tene Market and the littler stars that the Tene denizens used in the windows of their homes and the even littler stars that were sold to those who came to the market from afar and wanted souvenirs. His decrees were so numerous and preposterous his guards had a hard time enforcing even the lesser number of them.

But I, as both a young len and a young man, had ignored the decrees against witchery and told fortunes through cards, palms, wax drippings, tea leaves, bones, and whatever other means that had been available as much and as often as my grandmother and mother had. As they still did. 

The decrees had been made even though many, including the king, considered fortunes told by witchery, and witchery itself, to be nothing more than trickery and illusion. Even when ills were cured or a divination told a truth before it happened or long after it had. Even when a barren tree fruited or a dispute between land and air, denizen and creature, or denizen and denizen dissolved like evaporating water. 

When my mother had tried to dissuade me from becoming a wizard, she’d said, “Witchery is enough. Our fortunes read true. They always have, and they always will. You do not need wizardry. You have all the magic you need.”

Despite her words, despite what I’d seen her do, despite what I’d done myself, witchery had not been enough for me. Not when I knew there was an even greater power to employ. 

The fortunetelling I spoke of now was not witchery. It was the kind of magic my tunic had sent me away to learn. It was strong, strong magic. Different from elemental or scent magic. Different from witchery. It was a form of wizardry. An uncommon form. So uncommon that there hadn’t been a fortunetelling wizard in over eight hundred years.

It was the kind of fortunetelling the king said should be for the king alone. For, according to Ebersold the Excellent, who else would need their future or fortune known? 

And yet, I’d known, always known, that fortunes—whether told through witchery or wizardry—were not bound by decrees. No magic was. Magic went beyond kings and queens, beyond wizards and those who practiced witchery, beyond dragons and chimeras, beyond the elements of the sea and stone. It went deeper than blood and ran stronger than rain-aided rivers. 

Up to this moment, the fortunes I’d told as I’d traveled from place to place had been told with practiced skill and a touch of resident magic, the fortunes I’d told had all been under the canopy of witchery, but it was time to see if what I’d learned over the past three years would work. It was time to see if being joined to the tunic’s wild magic would allow me to tell a fortune—an influential fortune and a true fortune. 

It was time. 

Is it time? my tunic asked. 

My heart pounding, my resident magic stretching out its neck and panting, I answered Katja-li. “Magic is not bound by decrees. True fortunes are not just for the king alone.”

Those were words of treason strong enough to get me beaten or run through by the king’s guards if they’d been here to hear me. But they weren’t. And I was a wizard. 

I was a fortunetelling wizard. 

Well, I was about to find out if I was a fortunetelling wizard or not. 

If Katja-li would let me. 
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The grand tapped his empty tankard against the table. “What’s that the young wizard is saying about magic? What is he saying about the king?”

“Hush, Grand,” his young one said, out of habit likely more than anything else. 

“He says he can tell my fortune,” Katja-li said, taking the grand’s tankard and going to fill it. She brought it and another fresh one for me and set them on the table before us. 

“He’s a palm reader?” the grand asked. 

“He’s a wizard, Grand,” the young said. “How many times must I say it? Can’t you see his tunic? Can’t you see his mustache?”

“I can see. I’m not blind, am I?” the grand said. 

“You won’t let me make a legend about you, Katja-li. Me, who’s known you my whole life,” Disler-len said with a mocking desolation. “But you’ll entertain getting your fortune from an unknown wizard who compliments your stew. If only my mother would kill me then and put me out of my misery.”

“He’s a wizard, Disler-len!” the young one said into the still resounding laughter. She put her hand to her mouth and then spoke through her fingers. “He’ll blast us all for insolence. He’ll blast you for sure.”

“He hasn’t blasted us yet,” Disler-len said, giving me an impudent grin. “Besides, whoever heard of a fortunetelling wizard?”

Can I blast him? my tunic asked. 

I tapped my hem with what I hoped was a negatory touch. 

Taking up a collection of empty tankards and a few bowls, Katja-li only raised her eyebrows at all of that and slipped back behind the wooden bar. Setting the dishware aside, she ducked into the back room, the cooking room. She was lost from sight for a heartbeat and then two before emerging again with a small bucket in hand. She brought it over to the table, snatched up my handkerchief, and plopped it into the waiting soapy water. 

“Fortunetelling wizards,” the grand said, scratching his sparse white hair. “There hasn’t been a fortunetelling wizard since Eliac the Crazed earned his name. That was more than, let me see, more than seven hundred years ago. More than that, even. He told true fortunes until he was driven mad and went up in a flash of fire. Him and his tunic both.”

“No wonder then that it’s been over seven hundred years, is it, Grand? That would put anyone off taking up that role, wouldn’t it?” Disler-len said. 

Anyone but us, my tunic said. Wild magic trickled out of its sleeves and tickled my skin. Can I blast him?

“Would you like to see if that role has been filled after all this time?” I asked Katja-li rather than Disler-len, rather than the grand, ignoring my tunic’s question. 

“I’m a nobody,” Katja-li said, dunking and scrubbing the handkerchief. Her hands using a familiar rhythm, she dunked and scrubbed, squeezed it out, and dunked it again. Bringing it up a final time, she wrung the excess water out. Taking the handkerchief over to the nearest hearth, she spread it flat on top of the hot, dry stone. “Aren’t fortunes meant for the bold, for the great, for the powerful?”

I shrugged. “All I know is I caught a glimpse of yours. And I’d look for the rest of it, if you’d let me.”

“Ah, let him then, Katja-li,” the grand said. “The young wee wizard.”

Can I blast him too? my tunic asked. 

I put my hand up to smooth my mustache to hide the smile I couldn’t repress.

“What could it hurt, Katja-li?” the denizens around the room asked and echoed. “What could it hurt?”

“Ah there,” Katja-li said, back at the table, wiping up the circle of water my handkerchief had left with a cloth she magicked from her apron. When she’d finished, she took the bucket to a place behind the bar, looked around the room, and then at me. “What is it that I have to do?”

She only has to let you see, my tunic said, pulsating with excitement. You only have to give me what you find.

Pushing up from the table, I stood. “All you need to do is give me the chance to see.”
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Katja-li was taller than me by a hand’s width or two. We stood eye to eye—or as nearly eye to eye as we could, being as I was of smaller stature—in the charged air of the inn’s room and with the expectant hush of all the watching denizens. 

For a moment, when I blinked, I saw before me my tutor: the Danu, the water elemental, in her flowing robes and with her long hair streaming down her back and away like a waterfall streaming off a slick black stone wall’s face and down into a gushing river. As the Danu and I had stood eye to eye—or as near to that as I could manage—she had told me, “Not everyone can see what doesn’t want to be found. That is why, even with the magic you already have, you could not find a true fortune. Not on your own. No matter how hard you tried, no matter what spells you spoke or what potions you mixed. No matter what I taught you. Not without a wild and ancient magic to hold it for you. For fortunes are also wild. They are cagier than the elements. They are as capricious as the wind. They cannot be pinned down with resident magic or witchery. And why should a fortune be found? Why should a fortune be known? To tell another of their doom or their good fortune is to tell that one of their future. This knowledge can be dangerous knowledge.”

“Why dangerous?” I had asked. 

“What is seen by you is spoken of through your words. What is seen by me is spoken of through mine. And are we the same, you and I?”

“No,” I had said. That had been the only question she’d ever asked me that I could answer without worrying that I was wrong. 

The Danu opened her hands and drops like rain fell from her fingertips. Mist rose from her palms and turned my skin damp. If I had expected her to teach me in a straightforward manner, I was disappointed. She blew at her palm and from the mist and from the rain spilling from her fingertips, a cloud took shape. It filled the space between us, blocking her from my view. And, as my vision was blanketed by the growing cloud, thick and white and sodden, I feared she had used it as a distraction and as a cover to disappear. But she hadn’t. I felt it—the rush of air—more than saw it as she lifted her hand and released the cloud to float upward. 

“A fortune told is a fortune that cannot be changed,” she said. “It is not as that cloud which can be formed by my hand or reshaped by the currents.”

“Why should it be changed? Isn’t it a gift to know what will come?”

With an unfathomable look in the flat, dark blue mirrors of her
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