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	Chapter 1: The Ring of Fools

	Hot sweat sizzled down her forehead, attacking her eyebrows before making the victorious plunge into her eyes. The salt stung, but she tried to ignore it and keep her vision clear because the consequences of a moment of distraction were too high to allow. A split second of attention loss would put her face down, bloody, and bruised. Victories are created, not by heroic acts of larger-than-life valor, but instead by overcoming the things that most people never even notice.

	It was the story of her life. The story of her lifestyle. The story of her lifeless corpse twitching at the end of a rope. She was the 'it' girl. The woman everyone wanted to be. Jokingly referred to by her friends as 'The Great'. Those around her saw clearly that she was in control. She was in control of everything but her own destiny. If they had thought of it, the girls in her school would have voted her 'Most likely to have everything.'

	She was popular, charming, and beautiful. More importantly and possibly because she felt like she had to prove to herself that she actually deserved the success she enjoyed, she worked harder, fought longer, and refused to ever give up. The finish line was just a starting point for her, and she was known for crossing it and refusing to stop. She was focused, driven, and as tough as a cast iron frying pan.

	And yet, her life felt like it was missing something. She didn't know what was missing. It was something just out of reach, just around the bend, just over the horizon. Her pragmatism told her that destiny was a fool's devotion, but sometimes she would board trains without a destination in mind, hoping beyond hope that she might be led to that which she was missing.

	The stinging in her eyes was too much, and despite a Herculean effort to not do it, her gloved hand reached up to wipe it from her vision. For the barest of moments, her attention was distracted as the glove pushed a thick strand of golden-brown hair in front of her face. There was no room for distraction.

	She caught sight of a red bomb hurtling towards her from the right side, a peripheral moment of clarity coming a bare instant before the unbearable pain. Her hands were in the wrong place to block, her stance made it impossible for her to dodge, and the screaming haymaker knocked her back against the ropes and opened her up to an unbelievably rapid series of body blows that culminated in a powerful uppercut that sent her up, flat, and on her ass - the hard way.

	Her mind screamed orders at her defeated body, but the body was incapable of pulling itself up. She was defeated. Defeated by Destiny.

	It was Destiny, however, that helped her back up. Destiny Jones leaned down with a huge smile on her face and pulled Colette Samson back to her feet.

	"I can't believe that didn't knock you out," Destiny said. "That punch should have knocked you the fuck out."

	Colette didn't let on that she felt half-unconscious. Instead, she smiled at her friend and accepted the arm up. Destiny had a rock-hard body built from years of training. Her umber skin glistened with polished mahogany undertones shining through, a light layer of sweat giving her an otherworldly glow. Destiny's body wore spandex like a second layer of skin covering what could only be described as a heavenly body. Too busty to be a professional boxer, but too muscular to be a model. And yet, she was both. She was hated for her guts and beauty, envied by her friends, and never ignored.

	Colette was one of the few women who were secure enough to have an actual friendship with Destiny. Colette didn't have time for jealousy, envy, or bitch cattiness. She was too busy driving herself to become the person she knew she could be. She never understood how people could waste their time and energy hating on someone who was using their talents and blessings instead of wasting them.

	Spitting out her mouthguard, Colette shook her head. "It was a stupid rookie move. I lost control."

	Destiny shook her head, laughing. "Yes, you did and yes it was. You blocked your vision with your own glove. There was no way I wasn't going to take that opening. It's not every day I get to throw a haymaker like that. Are you okay?"

	Destiny's almond-colored eyes had big gold flecks in them, and the smile on her face showed some, but not too much concern.

	Colette shoved Destiny away from her, playfully. "You wanna try that again, Bitch?"

	Destiny laughed again. "Hey, come on, I was getting ready to go all Florence Nightingale on you. Keep your cool."

	She put her arm around her friend's shoulders. "For a second, I thought I finally knocked you the fuck out. Damn girl, you sure can take a beating. Hey, wanna clean up and then go get a latte?"

	Colette was laughing now too. The two women walked to the edge of the boxing ring and helped each other through the ropes. The other women in the gym moved back to their training with the match through. As Colette and Destiny made their way back to the locker room, the next training match moved into the ring. The sounds of jump ropes, weights, and work out bags created a comforting warmth that contrasted with the harsh cold world outside of the gym.

	Unlike Destiny, Colette wasn't a model. She'd been offered jobs but had refused them all because her sights were set on a higher purpose. There's nothing wrong with modeling, but Colette had a particular obsession that drove her. It was an unhealthy obsession. Gold.

	From the time she was a little girl she had been obsessed with the shiny metal. Some girls loved dolls or playing house, but Colette had played banker and goldsmith. She had collected pebbles and rocks and painted them gold, creating stacks in her closet. While her friends drew hearts and unicorns, she drew pirate chests, queens, and coins. She wasn't obsessed with it because of the monetary value. No, she wasn't one of those crass people who love money - no it was something about the metal itself. A warmth, a vibration, a texture. Colette loved gold.

	She'd worked hard to acquire as much of it as she could. At 39, she was one of the most successful gold traders in the United States. Buying and selling shares wasn't her passion, but she was good at it. That morning she'd sold at a peak and then watched the price drop like an anchor. She repurchased the shares she had sold and was left with a $300,000 profit. This was money that she usually would have re-invested in additional shares but instead, something told her to keep it.

	It was her 40th birthday.

	Walking out of the gym, she was met with an unexpected billboard that had been put up across the street.

	"Lordy, Lordy, Colette Forty!" The board screamed in ten-foot letters. Her face must have looked as shocked as she felt because Destiny immediately began laughing again. "Happy Birthday, Colette! You didn't think I'd forget, did you? I was going to get you a card, but I thought this was better. Do you like it?"

	"I'm tempted to tell you to get back in that ring, but it's my birthday, and I don't really fancy another ass kicking, so let's go get some coffee." Neither woman was lacking in money. They were both at the top of their games.

	"How much did that cost you?" Colette asked her. "It can't have been cheap."

	"Oh, I didn't pay for it," Destiny said. "Actually, I got paid for it. Look—" She pointed to the rest of the billboard. On the billboard, a slightly blurred figure in silky lingerie was lowering herself into a spa's bath. Of course, it was Destiny. The bottom of the ad in smaller letters read 'Forty never felt so good! The New Youth Hamam Spa in Brooklyn."

	"I suggested it to them months ago. They loved it. The hard part was getting them to agree to put this billboard up last night, but, you know," Destiny smiled, "I'm hard to say no to."

	Colette was suddenly not so pleased "Wait a minute, me turning forty is their new slogan? I'm not so sure I like this a bit."

	"Well, it's too late now," Destiny said "Happy Birthday, Bitch." 

	Collette would have to live with it. And besides, she wasn't going to let this ruin her day. Even if she'd never wanted to be famous. Destiny was a master puppeteer, and it wasn't just agencies that she made dance to her tune. Colette refused to be baited. It wasn't just the boxing ring Destiny was dangerous in.

	"Let me get this straight, you just said to them 'Lordy, Lordy, Collette Forty!" and they went for it?”

	Destiny flashed a big smile. "You know better than that. Nobody listens to models. It's not like they say 'Hey, let's hear what that beautiful gal with the perfect tits thinks of this?' Nope. I had to work my magic. Do you remember that guy Donnie Cohen from Holly Byoko's reception last year?" 

	Colette didn't, but it didn't matter. 

	Destiny went on. "He's a bigwig in the agency that runs this account, so I gave him a call and asked if he wanted to have lunch. He's married, but you know how those guys are, he couldn't say yes fast enough. So there we were, having lunch and he probably felt like he was getting somewhere. I mean I could feel his pulse rising. I mentioned the shoot I was supposed to do with New Youth Hamam Spa and how much I hated their slogan—it really was awful 'Scrub away your years'—like fucking ewww—anyway, at this point he was really looking for a way to make me happy so he rolled all over himself to agree with me even though he's probably the one who thought the stupid slogan up."

	Colette loved this part of being Destiny's friend. Hearing how she worked her magical manipulation to make the world into exactly what she wanted.  "Go on," she said.

	"I could tell that he was making himself hate it more every moment, and he was desperate for something that would make me happy, so I picked up my phone and looked at it like I was getting a text message or looking at an appointment, and I said 'Lordy, Lordy, Colette Forty!' and girl, he took that hook fast. 'That's brilliant' he told me and of course I played coy 'What's that?' 'Lordy Lordy, Colette Forty—we can play on that, show that forty is the new youth. I love it, you're a genius Destiny.' and that's when I told him that it was his idea, not mine. After all, I was just commenting on something on my phone, it was his genius that realized it was a perfect slogan."

	Colette laughed. "So'd you fuck him?"

	Destiny looked at her with hurt in her eyes. "Hell no, I told you he was married. I might have led him on a little, but that's not my style. I just gave him the idea—and maybe later when I needed that billboard put up, I called him up and mentioned how I was thinking of joining a club his wife belongs to, but probably wouldn't if that particular billboard was used for the campaign."

	"You really are an evil genius," Colette said. "Thank God you're on the side of the light."

	"Oh, don't be too sure about that," Destiny said. "Light is a little too close to white for me to side with."

	Colette not only made money trading gold, but she also had become one of the top jewelry designers in the world. Her gold jewelry used the metal in new ways that others hadn't thought of, but when people saw her jewelry, they always felt like they were looking at classical designs. Wispy ropes and delicate looking portraiture—all done in gold.

	About a block before they reached the cafe, the two women passed a shop that neither had noticed before. It was called 'Thahab' and it looked like a typical high end handbag boutique, but there was something very different that caused both to stop. It took Colette a moment to recognize it.

	"That fabric is woven with gold in it," she said to Destiny. "I've never seen anything quite like it. The threads are making patterns within the patterns of the textiles." The window display was a kaftan robe, a handbag, and a ring/bracelet combo that looked like a living thing as it crawled from the mannequin's finger and up its arm. "We're going in."

	Destiny's arm had apparently turned to rubber because Colette didn't have to twist it at all. Inside the shop was a riot of Berber patterns and beautiful textures. Not every item had the gold weaving, but those that did stood out with a sort of magical shimmer. The shelves were sparsely populated with pottery, iron, and modern fashion that looked like it was ancient. The air was thick with the smell of spice and a light noise of crowds came from what must have been hidden speakers. Except for the lone clerk behind a standing desk, they were alone in the boutique.

	"Is the jewelry in the window for sale?" Colette asked him.

	"Oui, madame." He moved to the window display and removed the entire arm from the mannequin. It was a disturbing move. "C'est ca," he said, handing it to her. It was beautiful, and she wanted to handle it. The little Frenchman made no effort to help her remove it, he just watched as she struggled to hold the arm and remove the jewelry. Destiny moved in to help. As they worked a tiny white Pomeranian came running through the curtain at the back of the shop. It jumped up on Colette which annoyed her, but the dog was so small it didn't upset her balance in any way. Colette was more of a cat person. 

	Finally, getting the jewelry free of the arm, she handed the arm back to the clerk. He took the arm and moved to an ornately carved wooden chair in the corner where he leaned the arm against the wall and took a seat! He pulled a book from the shelf and began reading. Completely ignoring them. Destiny and Colette looked at each other in disbelief. The man's large head was fringed by a friar's wreath of cloud white hair, and when he sat she could see that he was wearing bright, multi-colored socks—like those of a circus clown. He was such an odd little man that she momentarily forgot about the jewelry she was holding as she looked at the little fool and felt an attitude of superiority radiate from his silence.

	"I'm going to buy this for you," Destiny said. "I didn't actually think about the fact that I was telling the world you were turning forty. This is my apology."

	"Excuse me," Destiny said to the man sitting in the corner, now with the dog in his lap. "How much is this?" Colette could hear the annoyance in Destiny's voice—no one ignored her—ever.

	"Hello? We'd like to buy this."  The man stood up, dropping the dog from his lap to the floor.

	"Would you like the arm as well?" he asked her. It was one of the most bizarre questions Colette had ever heard. Even more bizarre was Destiny's answer.

	"Yes, please wrap up the arm. What's the total?"

	"$38,574 and ninety-nine cents," he said to her with no smile on his face. 

	Destiny took the jewelry from Colette's hand and threw it at him.

	"Fuck you, man. Let's go." She grabbed Colette by the arm and began pulling her from the shop. The man set the jewelry on the counter and grabbed a business card. Moving faster than seemed possible, he pressed it into Colette's hand before Destiny had dragged her out the door.

	Colette glanced at it before shoving it in her pocket.

	 

	 Thahab - Exquisite Items 

	Pierre-Antoine DeFou – Proprietor

	 

	Destiny was livid with anger as they resumed their walk to the cafe. "Can you believe that shit?"

	Colette had also been shocked by the price. The weight of it might have merited a price of $2000 and the craftsmanship and provenience might have taken it as high as $10,000, but she couldn't imagine what would have nearly quadrupled that price.  She was shocked by the price but didn't understand Destiny's anger.

	"That racist little motherfucker," she cursed. "I should go back and hit that stuck up French midget and kick his little dog." Colette wasn't sure it was racism, but she was white, and she knew enough about her privilege to know that her friend had a better sense of these things and that she wouldn't help anything by saying so.

	"He heard me say I was going to buy it, and then he raised the price. That's some serious bullshit."

	It was hard for Colette to stay quiet—she had to say something "And what was that shit with the arm?" she finally said. "Have you ever experienced anything like that?"

	Destiny laughed now and looked at her friend. "Yeah, that was something else. Maybe he's just crazy and watching the shop for his brother or something. There was definitely something off about him. Did you see him just drop the dog on the floor?" Now she was laughing. "Maybe it wasn't racist—just some seriously maladjusted crazy person shit?"

	"Did you see his socks?" Colette was glad Destiny was moving on.

	Destiny laughed harder. "Hey, I'm sorry I didn't buy that for you, but that price was way out of line. I'll make it up to you."

	"You already have," Colette said. It was no easy thing finding a best friend in this world. Destiny loved her for who she was. There was no better gift. "But I'm going to make you pay for those fucking billboards—someday."

	Colette already knew she would be going back to the shop. She just wouldn't be taking Destiny with her when she went.
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	Chapter 2:  The Foolish Magician

	Colette returned to Thahab the next day. She wasn't sure what she expected, but what she got was exactly the same treatment from exactly the same person. Monsieur DeFou didn't greet her as she walked in, didn't ask if she had returned for the bracelet/ring, and ignored her completely. Once again, he was sitting in the ornately carved chair with the dog on his lap.

	"Excuse me," Colette said "I came to find out more about the jewelry I was looking at yesterday."

	Monsieur DeFou looked up from his book. "I'm afraid it has been sold."

	"What? Really?" She hadn't expected that. "Do you have anything like it?"

	"No, Madame," he said to her. "There is nothing else like it."

	"Well, who bought it?" She had to know what happened to it.

	DeFou stood up, again dumping the dog from his lap onto the floor. "It's really best that you forget all about it," he told her. "It is gone and our policy is to protect the confidentiality of our patrons." He moved to the far wall and began moving a pile of vibrant but ancient textiles from one shelf to another.

	A large ring of golden keys clattered out from between two of the pieces. It landed on the floor like a gymnast with a broken body, keys splayed in many directions. Colette gasped, seeing the keys cleared her mind of everything that had been in it before.

	She had never seen anything like them. There were somewhere around twenty skeleton keys on the large golden ring. The ring itself was ornate and appeared to be decorated with rubies. The smallest of the keys was at least six inches and the largest was over a foot. Colette still hadn't done anything with the profits she had made before, and she still hadn't bought herself a birthday present.

	The crazy little Frenchman leaned down and picked them up. "Ah, I'd wondered where these had gone. I wouldn't want to lose them." He put the ring on his wrist–it sparkled and glinted in the light. Without the keys, it would have looked like a priceless bangle by itself. With the keys, it was simply breathtaking.

	“Ah, oui. That's better. Merci.” She wasn't sure who he was talking to since there was no one else in the store, but she noticed that he was smiling now. "Tres, tres bien."

	"Just out of curiosity," Colette asked him "How much are those keys?"

	He looked at her with widened eyes, his white wispy hair appeared to poof out like a smoke ring as his albino caterpillar eyebrows shot upwards. “Ah Madame, I'm afraid I couldn't. They belong to my ancestral home, a palace built by my ancestors, a mysterious and powerful riad which contains forces too strong for this world. These keys to that riad are worth far more than their weight in gold. I assure you they are beyond your means.”

	“Oh, that's too bad,” Colette said, uncharacteristically seeming to be giving up before she'd really begun. She would not play his game by his rules. “Where's your ancestral home? Nice? Paris? Grenoble?”

	Pierre-Antoine began to laugh “Oh, no Madame. Originally, we came from Morocco. My family is Jewish, you see, and we left after the troubles began. All these years, I've been holding the deed, but none of us really want to go back. Those days are done and will never return.”

	“Why don't you sell it?” Colette asked.

	“Why don't you make an offer,” the little magician countered, catching her completely off guard. He smiled and began to turn away.

	If the keys were more than the bracelet had been, then she could only imagine how much the home would cost.

	Speaking in amusement to herself more than to DeFou, she said "I do have $300,000 I'd like to do something with."

	"Oui, I accept your offer." She wanted to reach out and shake him, but of course, there was nothing binding in what had just happened. He looked at her and then turned away. "I'll have our family lawyers draw up the contract for you this evening. You can come and take care of the paperwork tomorrow. I suggest that you bring your attorney. I'll have the photos and deeds ready for you. I'm not sure why I've accepted an offer so low, but something tells me that it is meant to be. Au demain."

	He turned and walked through the curtain in the back.---

	“No way, Colette. No freaking way. I am not going to let you do this.” Destiny was standing with her outside the bank. It was a cold day in the city and both women wore heavy black coats with gray wolf fur trim around the hoods.

	Destiny had been arguing with Colette about her decision since the moment she had flippantly made an offer and Monsieur DeFou had accepted it without a moment's hesitation. There was no way that he should have accepted it. It was too little for too much or maybe the other way around. She was having a hard time seeing this deal clearly.

	Destiny was sure it was some sort of a scam. Colette had considered that it might be, but after a week of due diligence, she was now pretty sure it wasn't. She didn't know what it was, but she didn't think she was being scammed. If anything, she felt like maybe she should offer him more, but that was just silly.

	A house, an orchard, a vineyard, and that big ring of keys.

	She still wasn't completely clear if she had made the offer or not. It wasn't like her to speak out loud, and there was a part of her that was convinced she had simply thought it. But, the proof was in the paperwork he had laid out for her and her attorney the next day.

	Three-hundred thousand dollars. —not even enough to buy a small loft in New York City, but apparently, more than enough to buy a Jewish riad and the land around it in the town of Sanhaja, Morocco.

	Colette was not a fool when it came to money, but Destiny was convinced she was making a terrible decision as the result of a female mid-life crisis. Colette had done her homework though. Monsieur Defou had been incredibly helpful and forthright when answering her questions. The house was nearly 300 years old, built by his 5th great grandfather, Conver DeFou. Conver had emigrated from France, wandered through the middle-Atlas mountains, and somehow met Sarah bin Ali S'rouda, a Berber Jewess living outside the walled city of Sefrou in a mini-citadel town called Sanhaja al-Casbah.

	Having decided to stay, Conver moved his bride to a tiny farmhouse near a cascade and then began to build his masterpiece. Riad Conver was described by Pierre-Antoine as a sprawling wonderland of a house with doors that led nowhere, balconies with no doors, and hidden passages tucked behind walls and under floors. His memories were those of a small child in a large house and he possessed no pictures of the interior of house, but the deed he held was solid and the exterior was palatial.

	Colette had hired a friend who specialized in international real estate to make sure that she understood the ins and outs of foreigners owning land in Morocco. She had further checked out the title and deed and informed Colette that both were clear, and the house and land were valued at considerably more than Colette was paying. When she found out the price, her friend offered to buy the house if Colette chose to back out. There was no backing out though. Colette was a force of nature that once set on a course was impossible to check—as Destiny was finding out.

	“Destiny, you're not going to talk me out of this. My mind is completely resolved. I— Pierre Antoine now joined them. He was now a completely changed man. Gone was the funny little fool in brightly colored socks and in his place was a serious man in a dark suit with a beautiful wooden briefcase. There was something magical about the transformation, and as he came closer to the two ladies, Pierre-Antoine swept off his hat and made what would have been a comical little bow had he made it when last they had met, but now, was both charming and full of grace.

	With a twinkle in his eye, Monsieur DeFou said "Doing business—with both of you—has been and continues to be an immense pleasure. Shall we go inside and finalize things?" Destiny looked ready to explode but seemingly contained herself. DeFou smiled at her as he held the door. There was no real reason for Destiny to be there, she had simply wanted to dissuade Colette from making a very expensive mistake.

	Looking at them both, she shook her head. "I don't think I'm going to be able to stop either of you so there's no need for me to be here. Colette, I hope you don't regret this." She turned and stalked off into the cold morning.

	With Destiny gone, there was no more resistance to the deal. Colette's birthday present was about to be finalized.

	Stepping into the bank, the two were met at reception and were led to the bank manager's office where the paperwork had been prepared. It was a glass cubicle open to the rest of the bank. The curtains had been drawn open. Colette's agent had gone the extra mile to make sure that everything was on the up and up—even to the point of getting Colette's bank manager to take a hand in the paperwork and documentation. The receptionist asked them to wait for the manager and left them.

	Monsieur DeFou sat on the black leather sofa and fiddled with his briefcase a bit. Suddenly, he was a funny little man pretending to be a serious little man. He set the briefcase on the glass coffee table and turned to Colette. “Would you like to see something interesting?” he asked.

	She smiled awkwardly at him but finally nodded assent and said “Sure, that would be nice.”

	He opened his wooden briefcase. It was like that moment where the boss opens the magic package in Pulp Fiction—she had her eyes on the box and wouldn't have been surprised to see an otherworldly light suddenly erupt from it. That wasn't what happened though.

	Instead, Monsieur DeFou pulled out a tiny blue glass bottle and a set of tiny blue cups both decorated with gold filigree work. He set them on the magazine table in front of them and then pulled out a small tree branch and a curved silver knife. All had been set into the case with elastic bands that held them inside. Next, he revealed a small red velvet bag which he loosened and poured into his open hand.

	“These are silver coins made about 50 years before the birth of Christ. The woman on them is often said to be the goddess Isis, but really, she is Cleopatra, the Queen. I have twenty-three of them.” He handed one to her. “On the other side is an eagle riding a lightning bolt. It's strikingly similar to the eagle used by the United States on the great seal. Don't you think?”

	Colette wasn't sure why he had brought the odd assortment of things with him but was keenly aware of the fact that she had never held anything so ancient. He had a way of compelling your attention that was all but impossible to ignore. The woman on the face of the coin was beautifully rendered, and the coin itself looked like it might be just a few years old, not a few thousand.

	“They're beautiful,” she told him. “But why did you bring these things?”

	“Miss Samson,” he said looking up at her, once again masterful “I am a silly old man. These are the things of tradition. Among my people, we have certain days and rituals that we perform. I don't know if we believe in them any longer or not, but the important thing is that tradition is upheld. For example, before we conduct business—it is very important that we share a bit of honey-lemon water. Why? I don't know. But I will be very pleased if you will join me for this traditional drink.”

	He motioned to the blue bottle. Colette knew she should be wary, but instead she was charmed once again and quickly agreed. At this point it was counterproductive to argue. She wanted the keys and all that went with them more than she had ever wanted anything. Monsieur DeFou lined up two cups and opened the bottle. It made a loud hiss as he opened it. He poured the water into the cups and from somewhere a lemon appeared in his hand. He turned to Colette, “Would you be so kind as to cut the lemon?”
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