THE KNUCKLEBONE BEGGAR

By John S McGillivray


Broom knew his bowl was empty. Nevertheless, the beggar crawled forward to inspect the wooden dish, to ensure he had not missed a discreet donation, and he scowled with disgust.


And this was supposed to be a lucrative pitch!


All morning he had grovelled at the entrance to Barter Square, prudently refraining from any token of dignity, in the hope of a few coins. Copper and silver were heartlessly manifest all around the market. Money flashed between vendors and jangled inches above Broom's head as the momentum of trade built towards midday; yet none, it seemed, was destined for his begging bowl.


Dust swirled into his face as a knot of street urchins charged past and he pulled his collection of knucklebone necklaces protectively into the folds of his rags.


Every beggar needed a side line. In Glamar - market capital of the north - treasure trove upon the merchant's map - compassion was a commodity as rare as miracles and as often 

shared as gold. Broom strove to supplement the offerings in his begging bowl by peddling such grim necklaces. Today though, or perhaps this decade, it appeared the bottom had fallen out of the knucklebone market.

Broom leaned back against the silk drapes of the incense stall, cocooned in the bustle of the market yet isolated from its  prosperity. Despondently, he sneaked a grubby finger under his eye patch to scratch at the lid of a healthy eye. 


He withdrew it only to discover a tall stranger with an eager grin standing before him, gazing down at the macabre jewellery in his lap.


"What manner of trinkets might those be?" the stranger asked in an accent friendly if unfamiliar to Broom. His voice and the dust-caked cloak marked him as a traveller. The beggar choked as he scrambled to attention, casting aside his gloom to invoke a wide smile and his customary greeting.


"Morning to you, sir. It is refreshing to address a man who can spot the more unique bargains amongst so much common clutter." Broom glanced towards the surrounding stalls with mock disdain. "These are knucklebone necklaces, sir. Crafted from the finest specimens of bone, as our ancestors fashioned the talismans of old. And only two coppers a piece." It was a lie. Most of the bone was salvaged from rotting cattle or occasionally from human remains when Broom managed to raid the peasant graveyard beyond the city walls.


Broom offered the stranger a sample necklace from his soiled palm.


"An interesting relic from our history," agreed the man without touching the goods. "But my sole purpose in Glamar is to purchase a new sword." He patted a dull and notched blade that hung from his waist. "Good day to you."

"Wait!" shrieked the beggar. The desperation in his tone shocked even Broom. His cunning sought for an enticement to secure at least one sale. Miraculously, a bold, if rash, ploy sprang to mind. His usual policy was to avoid duping anyone with a sword but... he could not feed his stomach on bone fragments.


Broom smiled innocently up at the stranger. "I have an particular bracelet that may be of interest to a swordsman like yourself." Another chain of bony scraps appeared from within his rags. "The knucklebones of Chamiras," he declared. "The famous slayer who was once King's Champion, then assassin, before falling prey to an ambush by highway thieves."


The tale was too implausible for belief but the stranger actually appeared impressed. Broom almost gasped but recovered to press home the sale. "What better talisman for a swordsman than to wear a bracelet made from the knucklebones of such an illustrious fighter."


For a moment the man hesitated, before grinning triumphantly and relinquishing two discs of copper into Broom's eager paw. Before the traveller had strolled from sight Broom was gone, lost in the veils of silk, spitting the tang of incense from his throat.


Broom sank proudly onto the damp straw that clogged the 

cobbles and pulled a crust of bread from his rags. The Haymaster's cart cast a luxurious shadow across the beggar's frail form as he lay beneath it, satisfied with his mornings work.


What a scam! Some people were so naive! Which could only 

mean that there was a fortune to be made. And Broom had just discovered a new gap in the market. He had knucklebones of every shape and size; the opportunities were endless. The beggar chuckled into his meal, 'a necklace for every famous personage who had gracefully died that Broom might profit.'


All week the city had hummed with gossip concerning the local Thieves Guild. Rumour declared that the guild leader had been assassinated. While rumour in Glamar could almost certainly be trusted the location of this infamous corpse was unclear and where Broom saw death and mystery, he now smelt profit also.


The beggar mopped up bread crumbs with a finger and gleefully jabbed the digit between his lips. As he crawled from under the cart his hands were already fishing within the folds of cloth for a suitable string of knucklebones.


Broom stepped out into the bright sunlight, the baked dust beneath his feet feeling like centre stage. He wasted no time appraising his audience.


"Behold! I have necklaces for sale. Knucklebone jewellery of a most interesting origin." The crowds lurched on with indifference. Broom was not yet discouraged.


"The Leader of the Thieves Guild may be dead ..." there was 

an immediate static of attention that crackled across the street. Broom paused and smiled slyly. No one turned to acknowledge interest but boots dragged, bargain hunters and rumourmongers dawdled, and Broom knew he had them snared. "... but his soul and the latent gift of his talents lives on. In this talisman!" The beggar thrust his arm high, displaying a knucklebone bracelet to this circumspect audience. And a tide of feet swung to swamp his position.


"This bracelet has been fashioned from the knucklebones of the late guildmaster." Broom's cries, untutored in the skills of the orator or market vendor, croaked over the sudden bustle. His ever heedful eye searched the throng for current guild members and others who would be predisposed to purchasing such a novelty.


"What greater asset for a prospective footpad than a talisman crafted from the knucklebones of the King of Cutpurses'?" goaded Broom over the outstretched arms seeking to examine his bracelet.


And the haggling began.


When it was over Broom was fortunate to escape the zealous pack without harm.


But his hidden pouch bulged and, for once, his stomach growled with anticipation.


A stomach full of Glamar's finest fayre and a bottle of Glamar Red can sedate a man as thoroughly as any narcotic. In fact, bold or ignorant was the peddler who squandered breath to boast of anything comparable. Consequently, Broom was sprawled 

upon the alleyway cobbles, content but apparently unconscious to any who happened by.


Few things could have roused him from such a deep slumber, but the hiss of steel drawn from a leather scabbard was one. As 

the perilous sound pierced his awareness, Broom spasmed instinctively. Two fists gouged into the rags beneath his chin, hoisting his trembling form upright. Broom's world swam as he strove to recall his circumstances. Somewhere, in the hazy sea of alcohol and sunlight, he recognised a swaying broadsword and the magenta livery of the city guard.


Unclear whether to choke with fright, gasp with relief, or vomit, Broom resigned himself to incoherent pleading as the guardsmen dragged him through the streets.


The guard captain, whose fists continued to shackle the beggar's throat, shouted an angry and brief explanation at his captive but most of the words were drowned out by a pounding in Broom's skull. He gathered it had something to do with a corpse being stolen. And preposterous allegations that he was the thief.


Within minutes Broom had sobered dramatically. Two guards hauled him into a jail tower and dropped him onto a wet, stone floor. Manacles snapped about his wrists. The guard captain grinned disarmingly while Broom was chained to a wall, the rock cutting painfully into his scrawny shoulders. A heavy door slammed shut, sealing them all within the dungeon. An iron bolt echoed. 


Suddenly all was silent.


Broom hung limply. The captain's smirk remained, waiting, 

taunting. Nothing stirred except droplets of water dripping over veins of mould.


Then a single flinch from the captain and a back handed 

slap stung Broom's face. When Broom looked up again his captor's smirk was gone.


"So this is the thief who stole my prize."


The guard captain stared menacingly at his prisoner. Broom dodged the accusing glare, noting instead the two silent guards that remained within the cell, backs to the oak door, hands resting on scimitar hilts.


"I have stolen nothing," pleaded Broom, weakly.


"You were seen selling the stolen property. You were spotted trading the knucklebones of our prisoner."


Broom gaped, confused, stunned by the charge. The guard captain elaborated with obvious impatience. 


"Three nights ago the city guard arrested and executed a certain rogue who you are no doubt familiar with. One who has himself executed many innocents and contrived many other foul crimes under the guise of a Thieves Guild. Last night there was a deceit. The jail tower was sacked and the corpse stolen. This morning you were spied selling the knucklebones of the late Thieves Guild leader. You are part of the conspiracy, if not the thief himself. And from you I require names."


Broom glanced meekly up at his tormentor, horrified that the knucklebone scam could have slid so uncontrollably from success to disaster. Proven guild members were invariably punished harshly by the city law enforcers - usually with death. 


"I am innocent of the crime. I have no knowledge of any corpse or thieves," implored the beggar.


"You were heard boasting of such knowledge!" roared the 

guard captain. Broom stifled a sniffle, then faked one. Anything to achieve a little pity for a wretched beggar was worthy under the present circumstances.


"It was all a lie," confessed Broom. "It was simply a sales pitch. An innocent tale to sell my wares by."


"Then where did you come by the bones?"


"From the peasant graveyard. Whose knucklebones? I know not. Just peasants, my lord."


"Then you are a thief!" The captain stabbed a condemning finger into Broom's face. It was a minor confession but a further hammer stroke upon the beggar's coffin. The captain's black finger nail was a dagger into his beggar pride.


"I am a beggar, my lord. I do what my trade requires but I am no thief."


The guard captain paced.


"If you cannot supply names, beggar, then you will suffer the common penalty for thievery. Your left hand shall be sacrificed."


Broom's pride disintegrated. "Mercy, my lord. I can offer no names for I am innocent. Please spare me. The ordeal would kill me."


"Names!" demanded the captain. Broom whimpered on the ground, his eyes pleading.


His interrogator turned and strode purposefully towards the 

door. He nodded to the guards. "This man is a thief. Punish him accordingly."


Broom thrashed and screamed in vain as a guard pinned him 

to the hard floor.


A scimitar flashed.


Broom's wails stopped abruptly. In a spray of crimson his hand fell away from his wrist. The beggar toppled, eyes glazing over as he slumped against the ground. A skinny arm swept out to pull the severed appendage into the folds of his jerkin as consciousness fled.


A beggar's life held as many twists as a hangman's rope and each as deadly. Just this once, Broom believed he had slipped the knot.


He was alive.


It was another week, another blistering sun and, for the knucklebone beggar, another pitch. The candle seller's booth was a favourite. The merchant was a tolerant fellow and Broom always found it a majestic experience to squat before the tall, creamy pillars of wax. Even here, in the forest of tallow and wicks, a heavy stench of incense pervaded but Broom had discovered a certain serenity amongst the pastel hues and elaborate designs.


A knucklebone necklace lay across his lap. As Broom shuffled to scratch the itchy stump that hung swaddled in grimy bandages at his side a few coppers jingled in his pocket and he smiled. Life was not so bad these days, he decided, contemplating a worse fate he had only narrowly avoided. After all, a beggar with a 

missing limb was a more successful beggar where sympathetic donations were concerned.


The city guard had left him to starve and whimper in the jail tower for two days before finally casting him back onto the street. Existence wore a slightly different complexion since that moment but strangely it held more appeal.


Broom lifted the jewellery from his lap and displayed it to passing bargain hunters. Polished knucklebones from his own severed hand gleamed under the midday sun.


With confidence he had constructed a new necklace and affixed a high price tag. Sentimental value was not usually a consideration he could afford but this latest ornament incorporated a personal touch beyond the call of the craftsman. Further more, he was still the Knucklebone Beggar and his fame was spreading. At the very least, he could attain a little wealth from his misfortune.


The knucklebone scam still held possibilities. He had learnt a valuable lesson, of course. In future he must apply greater caution; be more selective in the false origins of his knucklebones. Research was the key.


Yes, life was looking up.


Broom reclined upon the dusty ground, wistfully pondering wealth. The market crowds swayed back and forth before him throughout the afternoon and it was with only half interest that he noticed a giant warrior approaching the candle stall.


Leather scabbards and iron bracers decorated the man's body and limbs like tackle on a tinker's cart. Chain mail hung from 

his shoulders like a portcullis.


To the beggar's astonishment the huge figure halted and 

addressed Broom directly.


"Are you the knucklebone necklace seller?"


Broom beamed proudly and reached for his wares in way of reply.


The sickly sigh of drawn steel turned the warm sun upon Broom's face to ice.


"My name is Chamiras," declared the warrior. "I believe you have been spreading lies of my death at the hands of mere highway brigands."

